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Skibitsky Comments on
Issues In Bid for Third Term

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — Mayor Andrew
Skibitsky discussed a wide range of is-
sues, spanning fire department staffing
and the new mobile command center to
recreational facility improvements, dur-
ing an interview on Friday with The
Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times.

When asked why he was seeking a
third four-year term, the mayor said he
“thoroughly enjoyed” his first two terms,
calling them “very productive terms.”

“We accomplished a lot. It was prob-
ably one of the most difficult economic
times since the Great Depression. And I
think with my leadership we faired well
through those tough economic times
where we had to make difficult budget
decisions,” he said, noting that as a result
of those decisions the downtown is “thriv-
ing” and property values “are soaring.”

He said one of his strengths is “recruit-
ing talented people” to serve on council
and municipal committees and boards. “I
think it is important to find those type of
dedicated people who work in a non-
partisan fashion to do the work of the
town,” the mayor said.

Looking at his and the council’s ac-
complishments, he pointed to traffic safety
improvements including numerous school
zones, the addition of more than 100
parking spots in the downtown, a free 15-
minute button on on-street meters in the
downtown and a 10-miunute grace pe-
riod at downtown pay stations.

“So we are making downtown very
friendly,” he said.

Commenting on the town council com-
mittee process as brought up by his oppo-
nent, Third Ward Councilman David
Haas, Mayor Skibitsky said he could
“not imagine a more transparent admin-
istration.” He said he was the first mayor
to give a PowerPoint municipal budget
presentation and to put the presentation
on-line along with the full budget and his
budget comments.

“And so this issue that they (budget
meetings) are not transparent is sort of
silly,” he said. He said when any of the
committees want to run an issue through
the full council, they do. “So they (com-
mittees) report out of committee to an
entire council...And it is completely trans-
parent.” He said he believes residents see
that the governing body “does a very
thorough job” on the budget and “have a
lot of confidence in what we had done.”

The mayor said the council has less
overall meeting dates but more public
meetings. Mr. Skibitsky noted that the
mayor and council are volunteer posi-
tions with no benefits, “and we have busy
schedules.” With that in mind, in 2012
the council meetings were changed to
every other week with the conference
sessions held prior to the regular meet-
ings. “And so far it has worked very
well,” he said. “And it gives time for our
committees to meet more regularly and
work on other town needs.”

He pointed to his relationships with
county, state and federal officials which,
he said, helped with approval of the Quiet
Zone along Rahway Avenue to lessen
late-night freight train whistles and with
stopping construction of a 150-foot-high
cell tower at the National Guard Armory
on Rahway Avenue in a residential area.

The mayor said traffic safety contin-
ues to be a priority. He pointed to
Westfield High School, where traffic
congestion was reduced in surrounding
neighborhoods by increasing parking at

the high school, the Armory and across
from Kehler Stadium and by creating a
separate area for school buses at the high
school.

He said the council’s public safety,
transportation and parking committee
works with the police and fire depart-
ments to identify other areas that should
be looked at. “It’s an ongoing process.
You are never done,” he said.

On the budget, the mayor said based
on the state 2-percent cap, every depart-
ment lost some employees. “But I don’t
believe services suffered at all,” he said.

Discussing fire department staffing, he
said Westfield has 30 paid firefighters and
12 volunteers. He said only 25 percent of
towns in New Jersey have paid departments.

“We did right size the department,
though. It was very top heavy. We had
nine lieutenants and two deputy chiefs
and now we are down to four lieutenants
and one deputy chief....It was the prudent
thing to do,” Mayor Skibitsky said.

“We meet with the police and the fire
chiefs and they wouldn’t put their fami-
lies at risk with the suggestion that we are
undermanned in the fire department,” he
said, responding to comments by his op-
ponent. He said with fire houses on the
north and south sides of town, Westfield
is “well protected.”

On mutual aid, the mayor said
Westfield provides mutual aid two times
more than it receives it.

Concerning the police department, he
said the department is very active, point-
ing out the department was noted for its
high rate of driving under the influence
arrests in 2012.

He said Westfield received $88,000
from the Union County Kids Recreation
Trust Fund Grant, which he said will be
used towards the cost of resurfacing
Houlihan and Sid Fay Fields near Saint
Helen’s Roman Catholic Church. He said
most of the cost will be covered by grant
money and user fees.

The Westfield Memorial Pool was re-
surfaced “and is probably one of the best in
the state,” he said, noting the pool is “fully
self-funded” through membership fees.

To enhance communications, the mayor
said the town website has been improved
and is “much more user friendly” where
residents can pay bills. Residents also can
follow Westfield on Twitter, which be-
came important during Hurricane Sandy
when the town lost power.

Commenting on the purchase of the
mobile command center, the mayor said the
town’s 9-1-1 center receives on average
40,000 calls a year. He reasoned that if the
35-year-old generator the town was using
failed, “we’d have no way to communicate
with our residents when they’re calling for
an ambulance, or fire and police.”

“It was very clear to me that, as mayor
of the town, I couldn’t put the residents in
the position at some point where they
couldn’t get through to our fire, police
and rescue squad. And so I think it was a
very wise investment and I am happy and
I rest much easier knowing that we have
that backup facility,” he said.

Commenting on the one-seat ride for
Raritan Valley Line users, he and
Westfield’s state representatives met with
top NJ Transit officials, where they got a
commitment for “shoulder peak” one-
seat rides starting next spring. The dual-
locomotives will be added just before
and after peak-hour trains. “So it’s a
major first step,” the mayor said.

He said the next step is to get rush-hour
one-seat trains followed by having all
trains as one-seat rides to New York.
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Freeholder Dems Discuss
Runnells, County Budget

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

COUNTY — Democratic candidates
for Union County Freeholder, Linda
Carter, Bette Jane Kowalski and Sergio
Granados, spoke on issues ranging from
the future of Runnells Specialized Hospi-
tal to the possible merging of the Union
County Utilities Authority (UCUA) and
Union County Improvement Authority
(UCIA), as well as the county budget,
during an interview last Friday with The
Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times.

On Runnells, Ms. Carter said, “Our
hope is really that we can do everything
we can to keep the facility in the
county...[and] making sure that we can
get it to 100-percent capacity.”

She said the county also would con-
tinue to work with state lawmakers to
increase Medicaid reimbursements for
Runnells while additionally looking for
efficiencies at the facility. The county
has conducted marketing studies “to make
sure our beds are utilized at 100-percent
capacity,” Ms. Carter said.

“When you look at Runnells Hospital,
we have to make sure that we can stop
that huge gap [in revenue] that we’ve had
over the last several years. We can’t do it
by ourselves,” she said.

Ms. Kowalski said the Christie Ad-
ministration in Trenton has made the
decision “that they are not going to sup-
port county hospitals and nursing homes.”
She said per-bed reimbursements from
the state for Medicaid have dropped from
$250 to $220 per bed at Runnells.

“And the state owes us $6 million and
Middlesex County also owes us money,”
Ms. Kowalski said.

“Our hope is that we don’t have to go to
that extreme” by selling Runnells, Ms.
Kowalski said. “We want to keep it run-
ning as a heath care facility for our seniors
and disabled people here in Union County.”

Union County has put out a request for
proposals for companies looking to lease
all or a portion of the facility as well as to
purchase Runnells.

“Does that mean that we are automati-
cally going to sell it? Absolutely not.
That is not on the table at this point. What
is on the table is looking at all the options
and trying to figure out what is best for
the county,” Ms. Carter said.

Mr. Granados said the county and its
directors “are trying to make sure it is run
as efficiently as possible.” Ms. Carter
noted that the county has privatized a
number of Runnells’ operations includ-
ing laundry and nutritional services.

In terms of the possible merger of the
UCIA and the UCUA, the candidates
were asked what the salary for former
freeholder Dan Sullivan, the executive
director of the UCUA and interim direc-
tor of the UCIA, would be. Freeholder
Kowalski said, “We have nothing to do

with setting Dan Sullivan’s salary as it is an
autonomous agency.” The authorities cur-
rently are in a shared-services agreement.

“We are looking to see if whether or not
it makes since that we actually merge the
two (authorities) and that may be some-
thing that we do in the future,” Ms. Carter
said. “We can get some efficiencies (by
merging authorities),” by eliminating du-
plicate positions in both authorities. The
utilities authority and its board would be
eliminated in a merger, she said.

Discussing the county budget and
taxes, Ms. Carter said the county has
been examining the budget on a 12-month
basis and looking for efficiencies “to
stabilize the taxes” without “compromis-
ing” services.

“That’s really a big issue because we
have cuts coming down from the
state...Our challenge is to continue to
maintain services, to maintain the quality
of life that people expect here in Union
County...And costs are not going down.
Whenever we have to look at the budget
we don’t like to raise taxes but are we
going to throw 100,000 seniors on Meals
on Wheels out the window or the
Paratransit rides?” Ms. Kowalski said.
“We cut back where we can.”

Ms. Carter said the county ratable base
has declined 3.8 percent to $65.9 billion
while tax appeals are up 65 percent over the
past two years. She said the county has been
implementing cost containment measures
at the county jail, a $50-million operation,
and is looking at efficiencies at Runnells
and at the Watchung Stables to cut costs.

Mr. Granados said New Jersey needs
statewide tax reform. “I think it’s a state
problem, a state issue,” he said. “It’s not just
the county who raises taxes. It’s everyone
who is raising taxes because of the state.”

When asked about their position on
merging the county police and sheriff’s
department, Ms. Kowalski said the county
police patrol county parks but also have
other functions such as Hazmat, Home-
land Security and other public safety
operations while the sheriff’s department
performs Union County Courthouse se-
curity and transporting prisoners.

“They do perform different functions.
I don’t think we could rule it out that they
might be merged at some time in the
future,” Ms. Kowalski said.

Mr. Granados noted the county efforts
in shared services such as in 9-1-1 emer-
gency dispatching and emergency medi-
cal services. Ms. Kowalski said the county
loans public works equipment to towns.

The new Galloping Hill Golf Course
banquet facility has been “received well”
by the public, according to Ms. Carter,
with revenues ahead of projections and
bookings for events into next year.

“It contributes to the economic health
of the county,” Ms. Kowalski added. Mr.
Granados said the restaurant is always
crowded, especially at lunch time.

Raritan Valley Coalition
Gets One-Seat Ride Update

By SONIA OWCHARIW
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — How nice would it be
for Raritan Valley commuters to have a
“one seat” ride into New York City?
There would be no more inconveniently
getting off the train and connecting to
another train. The Raritan Valley Rail
Coalition (RVRC) met Monday morning
to discuss updates on the grass-root effort
of the “One Seat Ride Campaign” at the
Westfield Municipal Building.

“The one-seat ride is so vital for the
economic development of the county,
real estate values and local businesses,”
Freeholder Bette Jane Kowalski said.

The towns that encompass the Raritan
Valley train line start in Hunterdon
County with Annandale, moving along
to Somerset in Middlesex County and
passing through Westfield, Fanwood,
Cranford and finally into Manhattan.
There are 12 trustees that advocate and
monitor the campaign; three from each
county.

“We make up 10 percent of the rider-
ship on the train line,” said RVRC Chair-
man Peter Palmer, who also serves as
director of the Somerset County Board of
Chosen Freeholders.

The one-seat ride would provide
Raritan Valley Line commuters with di-
rect commute into Manhattan during peak
hours of 7:30 to 8:30 a.m. without trans-
ferring in Newark, thus saving time. There
are two other time slots such as off-peak
weekdays and weekends.

“I grew up in Cranford; I know the
importance of setting up a business down-
town and having economic growth around
the train lines like a transit village,”
Westfield Councilman and mayoral con-
tender Dave Haas said.

In spring 2014, NJ Transit (NJT) will
have a pilot one-seat ride during “off-peak
hours” on the Raritan Valley Line, accord-
ing to Nancy Snyder, NJT spokesperson.

“Over the years, we’ve seen many
potential customers move to areas such
as Maplewood and Summit because of
the direct commute into Manhattan. With
a direct line into New York City, home
values increased in value. Towns are
developing more along the train lines to
attract buyers to the suburbs for great
schools and accessibility into the city,”
said Mary Ellen O’Boyle, Prominent
Properties Sotheby’s International realty
broker associate.

Currently, there is a capacity of 23 time
slots used during peak hours for morning
commutes to ride into New York City.

“This is a crusade, not a single battle.
We can’t expect to show up and have
everything done in one meeting,” Mr.
Palmer said.

Back in October 2010, Governor Chris
Christie cancelled the Access to Region’s
Core (ARC), a commuter rail project that
would have increased riding capacity
between Secaucus and Manhattan. Gov.
Christie said that he could not put that
financial burden on New Jersey resi-
dents; the project spent $600 million be-
fore it was finally scraped.

However, diesel trains are not al-
lowed in the tunnels, according to Ken
Weeden, Coalition staff person and
Somerset County planner. The new
locomotive, manufactured by Cana-
dian-based Bombardier Locomotive,
has dual-mode of diesel and electric.
NJT bought 26 in 2008 to replace the
currently used diesel locomotives and
another 11 this past April to replace
locomotives damaged during
Superstorm Sandy.

“NJT is continuing to study the logis-
tics of the one-seat and its challenges
with lack of rail during peak hours,” Mr.
Snyder said.

The next Raritan Valley Coalition
meeting is Monday, December 16, in
Somerville.
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GOING DOOR-To-DOOR...Scotch Plains Republican Township Council candidate
Llewellyn Jones campaigns door-to-door at the home of the Martin family in Scotch
Plains. Mr. Jones discussed priorities that are important to families, like funding for
the library so that it can remain open seven days a week during the school year.


