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Home Values Have Dropped:
Shouldn’t Property Taxes?

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 es-
tate market is depreciat-
ing, your property taxes
have been increasing. As
a taxpayer, you have the
right to appeal your prop-
erty-tax assessment as a
means to reduce your real
estate tax obligations. As
a taxpayer considering 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 three
years, which can amount to consider-
able savings. The best way to suc-
ceed in appealing your taxes is to
present your claim to the courts
through expert tax and legal counsel
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 experience with local
government and the mu-
nicipal budget process.

Save money in this
economy. Make the sale
of your home more at-
tractive. Reduce the long-
term expenses associated
with your home. Make it
more affordable to stay
in your house. All with
lower property taxes.

Tax appeals must be
filed by April 1. For more

information about tax appeals, visit
www.spectorfoerst.com and com-
plete the complimentary assessment
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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GOOD READ...Bruce Paterson of Garwood shows the Whitney Houston funeral
article in The Westfield Leader to the wild horses on Assateague Island, Md.Brooks Crandall for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

IRISH TRADITION...Bagpipers entertain the crowd that lined Morris Avenue
in Union on Saturday at the 16th annual St. Patrick’s Day Parade.

Susan M. Dougherty for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
THE LEADING PLAYER ENTICES…The Leading Player (Taylor Jackson)
tries to talk Pippin (Matt Lynn) into an “extraordinary” finale to his life in the
Westfield High School Theatre Department’s production of Pippin, presented
last weekend. See story on page 24.

 Courtesy of Gene Jannotti
50 YEARS IN BUSINESS...Over 500 guests attended the 50-Year business
celebration of The Westwood Banquet Hall in Garwood Friday night. The family-
owned business founder said he first thought of making it a bowling alley. The
family members pictured, from left to right, are: Tom and Cindy Williams; Joe,
Roseann, John and Suellen Scalzadonna.

Horace Corbin for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
A CONCLAVE...State Republican leaders jam-packed Echo Lake Country Club
in Westfield Tuesday evening to hear Bill Palatucci (National Committeeman)
speak. The votary of several hundred included a former governor, congressmen,
legislators and mayors. Pictured, from left to right, are: Sen. Minority Leader
Tom Kean, Jr., Mr. Palatucci, Asm. Minority Leader Jon Bramnick (all three are
Westfield residents) and Asw. Nancy Munoz of Summit.

Connect waited until the day after the
2011 elections to submit its petitions
to the township, but predicated its
number of minimum signatures on
the 2010 election, which had a smaller
turnout.

“They were short in Scotch
Plains,” Mayor Malool said. “Some
signatures were invalidated because
they were either not registered or
names were unclear.” The mayor
said an agency will look at the num-
bers submitted to the Local Finance
Board and write back to the town-
ship clerks; the agency, which might
involve the attorney general’s of-
fice, could either ignore the discrep-
ancy or tell Courage to Connect to
start over, she said.

Regardless, the mayor emphasized
that the process is “far from happen-
ing.”

“If they have the proper number of
signatures, and the Local Finance
Board approves the application, a
study commission is formed,” she
said. “Then, Courage to Connect must
figure out how it will fund the study;
they can apply for grants.”

The study may not recommend
consolidation; if it does, then the
question goes on a November ballot
as a referendum. The question,
though, must be completed by Au-
gust of that year to get on the ballot.
Even if the process gets to that point,
both communities have to approve
the measure.

“Just because a study commission
is formed, it’s so far from consolida-
tion happening. It’s a long time pe-
riod, chronologically, and it’s not a
given that it will ever happen,” Mayor
Malool said.

Her Fanwood counterpart, Mayor
Mahr, said it would be “extremely
misleading to spin a story that is sort
of a fait accompli, that this is going to
happen.”

Mayor Mahr said “the reality” is
that Fanwood has “voiced serious con-
cerns” as to how Courage to Connect
gathered its petitions and discussed
the issue with the public.

“We have a paper trail from the
Borough of Fanwood to the local Cour-
age to Connect, outlining concerns
with how they were doing what they
were doing and the significant flaws
that we saw that they were operating
under, according to the state statute
they were trying to use,” she said.

When asked to handicap the
chances of a police merger material-
izing, Mayor Mahr said she predicted
a memorandum of understanding
(MOU) could be agreed upon before
the summer.

Like Mayor Malool, Mayor Mahr
stressed that the finish line is far from
being visible.

“The wheels of government tend
to move very slowly,” she said. “The
Local Finance Board has not set a
date to meet and even discuss it. That’s
number one. Number two: if they do
get the authorization to create a study
committee, there is the question of
who is funding this study and how
long it would take.”

Courage to Connect Executive Di-
rector Gina Genovese said it would
take Scotch Plains and Fanwood six
to nine months to change the name.
She said consolidation could be 18
months away from completion.

 “I think that for anyone to assume
that there would be a consolidation in
the next 18 to 24 months is extremely
misleading and not based on reality,”
Mayor Mahr responded.

The claim that Courage to Connect
gathered the approval of 92 percent
of Fanwoodians also frustrates the
mayor.

“I’m so tired of hearing that, to be
honest with you,” she said. “I know
that 90 percent of 8,000 people in
Fanwood do not fall into that
category…I have no idea what he’s
talking about when he says 90 per-
cent…90 percent of who? Ninety
percent of what?”

She also has “yet to meet” a Cour-
age to Connect representative who
lives in Fanwood.

Ms. Genovese dismissed talk of
consolidation compromising a
community’s individuality.
“Fanwood is not going to change one
iota,” she said, citing the examples of
Short Hills and Ocean Grove. The
latter, which is connected to Neptune
Township, continues to maintain its
own historical society and building
ordinances.

Still, some believe Fanwood is for-
feiting its identity in the midst of a
major overhaul.

Brian Walter, a Fanwoodian oper-
ating Flannery’s Pub, said, “Fanwood
is about to explode. The things the
mayor has put in place over the last
five or six years are about to pay off
big time, and Scotch Plains knows
it.”

Steve Goldberg, of Family Inves-
tors in Fanwood, lives in Scotch Plains.
Currently vice-president of the Scotch
Plains Business and Professional As-
sociation, he said he views the issue as
a matter of practical math.

To “gut” the study before people
are informed about the process and
its ramifications “is doing a disser-
vice to the people in town,” he said.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

SP-Fanwood Merger

two minutes.
Save CenCom also raised concerns

that if the 18 paramedic units CenCom
currently dispatches (which are
owned and operated by different hos-
pitals) go to separate dispatch cen-
ters, patient care may be delayed and
compromised if multiple phone calls
need to be made when Advanced Life
Support (ALS) is needed.

A rumor also has been circulating in
the EMS community that Atlantic was
either looking to, or had already, struck
a deal with MONOC to essentially
trade the CenCom dispatch center for
MONOC’s medevac helicopter.
NorthStar and SouthStar medevac
helicopters, owned by the State of
New Jersey and piloted by the State
Police, serve as the primary emer-
gency medevac helicopters for most
portions of the state, but Atlantic and
MONOC do provide emergency air
transport if the state helicopter is un-
available and answer as the primary
helicopter in certain areas. The private
helicopters also provide patient trans-
ports from one hospital to another.
Overlook’s application to install a he-
lipad at its facility was rejected by the
Summit Planning Board in 2010. Both
companies also provide basic life sup-
port ambulance services for both 9-1-
1 and inter-hospital transport.

Repeated phone calls to Mr.
Donovan and Atlantic Health
System’s public relations department
were not returned as of press time.
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Brooks Crandall for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
FAMILY OUTING…Annie, Nolan and Addison Sector of Maplewood enjoy the
Union County St. Patrick’s Day Parade last Saturday in Union.

residents have attended meetings to
support the relocation of the signal,
“simply because it is very, very un-
safe.” In addition, she said a petition
was presented to Westfield with 120
signatures of residents seeking relo-
cation of the signal. “Please, take
care of the people who live there,”
she told the freeholders.

In other business, Union County
Manager Al Faella announced that he
expects to unveil his executive bud-
get on Thursday, April 5. “But that is
not etched in stone,” Mr. Faella said.

Freeholder Dan Sullivan, chairman
of the board’s fiscal affairs commit-
tee, said the county is in “very serious
negotiations with our unions” as part
of behind-the-scenes deliberations on
the 2012 county budget. He said there
also have been reductions in the other
expense line items for all county de-
partments. “But we’re still not at the
numbers that we want to get to yet,”
Mr. Sullivan said.

Mr. Faella said the county effi-
ciency task force that he created last
year is continuing to review depart-
ment expenses to reduce county ex-
penses. Some $800,000 in savings
has already been recommended and
Mr. Faella said the task force is look-
ing at everything from fuel usage to
“how much we pay on toner to how
much we pay on tolls and E-ZPass.”

In other business, the board
adopted two ordinances on second
reading regarding the financing of
the $45-million, 78,000-square-foot
family court building to be con-
structed at 10 Cherry Street in Eliza-
beth. The county has said the struc-
ture was necessary as a solution to
state fire-code violations in the tower
of the Union County Courthouse.
The payments will be $1.8 million
beginning in 2013 and continue for
11 years, during which time they will
increase as more principal on the
debt is added into the payments. The
bonds are payable over 30 years.

Garwood resident Bruce Paterson
called the amount of money being
spent “extravagant” and the project a
“boondoggle.” He also questioned
the efficiency of the construction.

In addition to construction costs,
Mr. Sullivan said the $45 million
would include demolition of the ex-
isting building and financing cost.
Officials said the building also would
house the offices of the Union
County Improvement Authority,
which were located in the current
building on the site, as well as offices
for sheriff’s officers.

According to the county’s website,
71 percent of the building would be
operated by the courts, 24 percent by
the county and 4 percent by the Union
County Improvement Authority. Six
family courtrooms will be included.

Summit Councilmen David
Bomgaars, Patrick Hurley and Rob-
ert Rubino continued to ask the free-
holders to look for ways to bring
down the county taxes in Summit.
They said the city pays $29 million in
county taxes, amounting to 10 per-
cent of the total county tax levy.

The freeholders collectively said
county tax rates are not set by the

freeholders, but by the Board of Taxa-
tion and are based on property val-
ues, not total population, as part of
the state’s equalization formula. They
said Summit had some residents
housed in the county jail in 2012 and
the city also takes advantage of the
sheriff’s municipal transport program
for municipal prisoners to the county
jail for processing. In addition, they
said Summit benefited from preser-
vation of the former 63-acre Ameri-
can Water property for $9 million
and a 5.3-acre property on Glenside
Avenue for $4 million, both paid out
of the Union County Open Space,
Recreation and Historic Trust Fund.

In other business, Freeholder
Mirabella said the second install-
ment of the Union County Means
Business networking business se-
ries attracted 250 representatives
of business and government. As-
semblymen Joseph Cryan (D-20,
Union) and Jon Bramnick (R-21,
Westfield) were among those who
spoke. James Hughes of the Ed-
ward J. Bloustein School of Plan-
ning and Public Policy at Rutgers
University and Carl Van Horn of
the John J. Heldrich Center for
Workforce Development at Rutgers
also gave a presentation.

Freeholder Mirabella said
Westfield Mayor Andrew Skibitsky,
who is employed at Merck, which
hosted the event, introduced him to
senior Merck employees he works
with.
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County officials have said the cen-
ter would be part of a master plan to
redevelop Oak Ridge as both a pas-
sive and active park. Oak Ridge had
been a county golf course before be-
ing closed in 2009 after posting a
$400,000 deficit.

Rink Management envisions that
construction on a new rink would
take 10 months to complete. The re-
port also projects that the facility
could operate at a $400,000 to $500,000
annual profit by taking advantage of
holding special events such as adult
hockey, public skating, birthday par-
ties, restaurant services, private events
and pro shop rental. The center also
would be home to seven high-school
hockey teams that currently use
Warinanco, as well as youth spring
leagues and summer camps.

“Any facility’s success is very de-
pendent on a myriad of factors. The
location makes this project feasible,
but many steps would have to be taken
to assure maximum revenue realiza-
tion. Marketing, advertising, promo-
tions, program mix, quality programs,
the correct staff, and good manage-
ment all play together to make a great
facility,” according to the report.

Rink Management estimates that
annual operational costs would run in
the $1.7-million range, $717,000 of
which would be payroll, with revenues
around $2.1 million. The report indi-
cates that shutting one of the sheets of
ice during the off-peak time from April
through July could increase profits by
$100,000.

Rink Management reported that it
reached out to the seven high schools
and two hockey organizations that uti-
lize Warinanco. Westfield, Scotch
Plains-Fanwood, Arthur Johnson in
Clark, Cranford, Jonathan Dayton in
Springfield, Governor Livingston in
Berkeley Heights and Summit all use
the Elizabeth rink. According to the
report, the high schools indicated they
would look to increase ice time in the
new center. They also said the pro-
posed location is closer to their schools
than Warinanco and thus would reduce
travel time and allow practices to start
earlier and go later.
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CF Police Chief Addresses
Audiotape Controversy

By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

CRANFORD – Two weeks after the
surfacing of an eight-year-old Internet
audiotape in which he uttered an off-
color joke in a telephone conversation
with his son, township police chief Eric
Mason said on Tuesday those com-
ments were “not indicative of the ca-
reer I have had or the person that I am.”
He said he regretted if anyone had been
offended by his remarks and lamented
that a tape of “a private conversation”
had been “exploited” by someone in
order to “divide the community and to
embarrass me.”

The audiotape was made public by
an anonymous poster on the YouTube
website the day after the announce-
ment of Mr. Mason’s elevation to town-
ship administrator after eight years
heading the police department. On the
tape, Mr. Mason is heard in a telephone
conversation with his son shortly after
Mr. Mason was named Cranford’s first
African-American police chief in 2003.
He jokes to his son that his day was
going well because he “didn’t have to
kill any white people.”

Mr. Mason’s comments at Tuesday’s
township committee meeting were met
with applause from the dozen or so
residents in attendance, as well as from
the five township committee members.
Commissioner Kevin Campbell said
he was “proud to serve” with Mr. Ma-
son, while Mayor David Robinson de-
livered a defense of Mr. Mason’s ap-
pointment and of Mr. Mason himself.
The mayor, noting that the township
committee had investigated the audio-
tape eight years ago, said he did not
believe it was anything more than a
“misguided joke.” Mr. Mason, he de-
clared, “is the right person for the job”
of township administrator.

In other business, the committee
announced that Government Strategy
Group, a private consulting firm, has
been hired as the township’s chief
financial officer for the remainder of
the year. The firm will be paid $100,800
through December, according to Mr.
Mason, who is acting administrator
until the end of May, when he will
retire from the police department prior
to assuming the administrator’s duties
on a full-time basis.

Commissioner Lisa Adubato Nesi
said the search for a new police chief
is underway, with letters of intent hav-
ing been sent to qualified lieutenants
and captains within the police depart-
ment seeking their interest in the posi-
tion. She said application packages
had been sent to the four individuals
who replied in the affirmative. Those
packages will be completed and re-
turned to the township committee,
which will then schedule personal in-
terviews with the candidates. Ms.
Adubato Nesi said the committee
would be assisted by a non-Union
County police chief who will provide
consulting advice during the search
process.

At the beginning of its 75-minute
meeting, the committee approved an
ordinance raising the height limita-
tion on residences in the R-1 through
R-7 zones from 30 feet to 32 feet. This
change, said Commissioner Campbell,
will allow houses to be built up to that
height without the need to secure a
variance.

Briefly addressing the latest news
regarding the Birchwood Avenue de-
velopment, township attorney Phil
Morin said the township must take
several actions to comply with a
judge’s December order allowing work
at the site to go forward. He said the
planning board will discuss at its

Wednesday, April 4 meeting proposed
changes to the township’s master plan
to allow multi-family affordable hous-
ing at the Birchwood Avenue site. And
the township committee, he said, will
be required to pass an ordinance to
formalize such a designation. Once
those moves are made, the township
will then certify to the court that it is in
compliance with the judge’s order.
Then, Mr. Morin said, the municipal
government can formally file an ap-
peal of the judge’s order.

Later in the meeting, Democratic
Commissioner Edward O’Malley said
the township’s 2011 audit showed a
larger-than-anticipated surplus at
year’s end of $2 million. He called it a
“stunning turnaround in the town’s
fiscal health” from a year earlier, when
the 2011 township committee, newly
controlled by Democrats, faced what
Mr. O’Malley said was a deficit.

Mayor Robinson, a Republican who
was a commissioner on the GOP-con-
trolled committee in 2010, took ex-
ception to Mr. O’Malley’s character-
ization, calling it “a whole lot of dema-
goguery” and saying that the audit had
found that there had not been a deficit
at the start of 2011, but rather a surplus
of $543,000.


