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GARWOOD – At the Garwood
Borough Council’s meeting on
February 28, it was announced
that residents would face a 3.31-
percent property tax hike under
next year’s proposed municipal
budget, which would be the 11th
year out of the last 12 the munici-
pal rate has risen. The increase
amounts to $95 per $100,000 of
assessed property value.

The proposed $5.797 million
in tax revenues would go to
fund a $7.7-million budget –
nearly $200,000 higher than the
current year’s spending plan.

In a workshop meeting on Feb-
ruary 28, Council President and
Finance Committee Chairwoman
Sara Todisco said the increase
was necessary because of new
expenses including the Athletic
Field Complex project, the bor-
ough newsletter and upgrades
to the borough’s website, places
where residents can see where
their taxes are going.

The borough council is also
facing increases of $62,000 for
health care insurance, $60,000
to the Rahway Valley Sewerage
Authority, $76,000 in police
salaries and $21,000 in police
pensions. State aid remained
the same at $89,379.

“These additions outside of
our control that I mentioned do
not really change the level of
service we provide our resi-
dents, but instead does the im-
portant job of paying the
borough’s bills,” Ms. Todisco
said. She said the baseline bud-
get called for a $220 increase
per $100,000 of assessed valu-
ation. The finance committee
first reduced the budget to
$153, then made more adjust-
ments to bring it down to $95.

One of the ways the commit-
tee pared costs was by using a
state law that allows the
$90,000 in accrued benefits of
retiring Police Captain James
Pipala to be paid over five years
instead of two.

Council members questioned
not only Ms. Todisco, but also
borough Chief Financial Officer
and Treasurer Sandy Bruns and
auditor Bill Swisher.

While acknowledging the time
and effort used to come up with the
budget, Councilman Jim Mathieu
criticized finance committee mem-
bers for increasing taxes in a time
of economic austerity, saying the
repeated hikes were driving people
out of Garwood.

Mr. Mathieu was particularly
critical of things such as a
$5,000 down payment set aside
for a new dump truck without
deciding on the possibility of pri-
vate garbage disposal and for not
addressing continual increases in
health care insurance costs, which
he predicted soon would rise to
the same level for retired person-
nel as active duty employees.

He also raised the issue of how
Garwood has no ladder truck for the
fire department. Garwood had to
rely on Cranford to battle a recent
blaze in a two-story home on Sec-
ond Avenue. He said money spent
on the Athletic Field Complex could
have been instead been spent on
the purchase of a ladder truck,
which he estimated would cost about
$700,000. He said the borough,
however, is spending money to
purchase a dump truck for the DPW.

“Any money you had for the
dump truck, you spent,” Mr.
Mathieu said. “It’s called the ath-
letic field. You took $700,000 cash
in the bank. You could have bought
one of these trucks in cash. The
thing that I just don’t understand
is people think there are no conse-
quences for overspending. The way
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CRANFORD – Several residents
voiced their dismay at the
Cranford Township Committee’s
meeting on Tuesday night re-
garding possible conflicts of in-
terest. Among them were resi-
dents Liz Sweeney and Rita La
Brutto, who had previously ad-
dressed concerns at the
committee’s February 25 work-
shop meeting.

During the public portion of the
meeting, Ms. Sweeney, who pre-
viously had questioned the com-
mittee about having Phil Morin,
Cranford township attorney in
2012, and who represented the
township during the Birchwood
development and Lehigh Acqui-
sitions site plan hearings, both of
which were held last summer at
the Union County Courthouse in
Elizabeth, was a possible conflict
of interest.

She said Mr. Morin is an attor-
ney with the Florio Perucci,
Steinhardt, Fader law firm. She
also said that Michael Perucci of
the law firm is a principal in the
Woodmont Developers, which is
ready to develop 555 South Av-
enue, known as the Lehigh Ac-
quisitions Development, which is
set to build 165 apartments. The
Birchwood Avenue development
is for 360 apartments.

Lehigh had instituted a builder’s
remedy lawsuit against the town-
ship, based on the need for af-
fordable housing. Lehigh won the
lawsuit; the project was then
sold to Woodmont Developers.
Ms. Sweeney said Mr. Morin rep-
resented the township at a hear-
ing where his boss was the de-

veloper.
Mayor Thomas Hannen said,

“Through our legal counsel, we
are looking into it; we’ve dis-
cussed it, and we’ll do an appro-
priate conflict check. Soon we’ll
be able to make a statement.”

Following Ms. Sweeney to the
podium was Ms. La Brutto, who
said Livingston, which lost a
builder’s remedy lawsuit, had to
allow the development of an
apartment project with 558
apartments. She said its school
system has to increase the
amount of classrooms to accom-
modate an increased enrollment.
“We should be mindful of the
impact something like this would
have on our school system,” she
said.

Ms. La Brutto also said that in
the finding of facts transcript filed
with the court by Mr. Morin in the
Lehigh Acquisitions site plan
hearing, it states that the appli-
cant met with the Cranford Town-
ship Planning Board.

“I have to tell you that that
meeting never took place,” she
said. “I was on the planning board
then; I don’t remember that.”

John Hrebin, who followed Ms.
La Brutto to the podium, said, “I
was also on the planning board
and don’t remember that either.”

Mark Smith, a former town-
ship mayor, asked if there was
any progress in finding a per-
manent township administra-
tor. Mayor Hannen said, “We
had 39 applicants last year and
have 30 this year. We’re hold-
ing interviews.”

Longtime administrator
Marlena Schmidt left in Sep-
tember 2011 and was initially
replaced by Police Chief Eric
Mason. The Township Commit-
tee announced last November
that Mr. Mason, instead, would
remain as police chief and a

I look at it you spent your dump
truck. You spent your fire engine.”

Ms. Todisco and Councilman
Louis Petruzzelli countered, say-
ing that there were a lot of capital
improvement projects other than
the athletic field including the up-
grade to the telephone system,
road projects and emergency
equipment, which accounted for
some of last year’s spending.

Ms. Todisco said the decision on
the dump truck, estimated at
$120,000, was deferred in previ-
ous budgets while exploring shared
service possibilities with other
towns, options that have not mate-
rialized. Mayor Pat Quattrocchi said
the borough could pursue purchas-
ing a gently used dump truck.

“In the end, we have a 30-year
old dump truck,” the mayor said.
“Do we just want to continue to
ignore that, or are we going to
finance it in a way that is sug-
gested to us by our professional
staff? We could, in a sense, buy it
outright… [but] it doesn’t make
any sense to do that when you can
get loans so cheap right now.

“We want to improve our ability
to buy projects down the road
outright – cash, but right now we
don’t have that ability. It takes
some time to build that. That’s
been one thing in the budget that’s
been cut often to help ease the tax
burden on the residents too,” the
mayor continued.

The budget process was delayed
because of the resignation of Coun-
cilman Victor DeFilippo who has
served on the finance committee.
As a de facto member, Mayor
Quattrocchi has temporarily filled
his role on the committee.

The mayor was sick the day of
the last committee budget meet-
ing, which meant it had to be
rescheduled. Council members did
not receive the budget until two
days before the workshop at the
council meeting.
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