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*** Union County Freeholder Candidates Discuss Issues ***
At League of Women Voters-Sponsored Forum in Cranford

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

CRANFORD – The League of
Women Voters (LWV) of New Jer-
sey sponsored a candidates’ night
forum last Tuesday for six candi-
dates running for three seats on
the Union County Board of Cho-
sen Freeholders. Five of the six
candidates participated; Ira J.
Geiger of Union Township was not
present.

The hour-long debate was mod-
erated by Michelle Bobrow of the
South Orange and Maplewood
LWV. Questions were asked by
Mike Deak of The Courier News
and Richard Khavkine of The Star-
Ledger. Candidates were allotted
two-minute opening and closing
statements and one-minute an-
swers with 30-second rebuttals.

Participating were Democratic
incumbents Bette Jane Kowalski
of Cranford, Sergio Granadas of
Elizabeth and Linda Carter of
Plainfield and Republican chal-
lengers Marc A. Krauss of Spring-
field and P. Mark Martini of
Westfield.

The first hot topic was further
discussion of Berkeley Heights’
secession effort from Union
County. In the history of New
Jersey, no municipality has ever
succeeded. On Berkeley Heights
Township’s website, Mayor Joe
Bruno said according to his “Union
County Secession” letter that
Berkeley Heights feels that it is
not being represented at the
county level. Mayor Bruno said
that, “In 2013, Berkeley Heights
paid $15,598,269 to Union
County, an increase of 7.55 per-
cent or $200 per each household,
compared to the average house-
hold of $95.” A move to Morris
County would save township tax-
payers $7 million per year, or
$1,347 per household, according
to the website. Berkeley Heights
succession would need two-thirds

vote from the state Assembly and
Senate and the Governor’s signa-
ture.

Freeholder Kowalski said, “Ber-
keley Heights seceeding isn’t go-
ing to happen.” Freeholder
Granadas added, “It would in-
crease taxes across the board if
Berkeley Heights left Union
County.”

“Berkeley Heights pays taxes,
but has no representation. Two
(county) parks don’t drive the
town,” Mr. Krauss said.

“Berkeley Heights is not being
represented,” Mr. Martini added.

Runnells Specialized Hospital is
another thorn in the side of Ber-
keley Heights Township’s taxpay-
ers. Runnells is operating at a
deficit of $22 million as reported
in 2012. The free-standing build-
ing is located on 45 acres. It
ihouses a 300-bed, long-term care
unit and a 44-bed adult inpatient
psychiatric care unit, according
to a 171-page report from the
Union County Improvement Au-
thority.

In the county’s request for pro-
posals, it lists three options for
the hospital, such as owning and
operating, leasing and managing
some or all of the functions per-
formed at Runnells and purchas-
ing the hospital building and
grounds outright and leasing them
back to the county. The bids will
be opened on Tuesday, Decem-
ber 10, according to county
spokesman Sebastian D’Elia.

Privatization has already oc-
curred in the past at Runnells,
according to Mr. D’Elia. “Runnells’
dietary services, housekeeping
and laundry have been privatized
and saved $2 million for taxpay-
ers,” Mr. D’Elia said.

Mr. Khavkine described Runnells
Specialized Hospital as a “politi-

cal football.” The 100-year-old
facility is operating at a loss and
“increasing the county’s annual
shortfall,” according to the 2013
UCIA report.

Mr. Krauss said, “Ironically, back
in 2010, Freeholder Kowalski re-
ferred to Runnells as self-sustain-
ing.”

Mr. Martini added, “We, Repub-
licans, are compassionate, too,
about finding a solution. Why did
Runnells lose $100 million (over
the last five years)? It’s just an-
other perfect example that Union
County Freeholders need another
voice. We are losing too much
money.”

Freeholder Carter, the current
freeholder board chairwoman,
described Runnells as “a gem to
many in Union County.” Ms. Carter
said, “You must look at all your
options with the changes in Med-
icaid and Medicare (reimburse-
ments) and work with our Legis-
latures.”

“The economic atmosphere is
improving,” Freeholder Kowalski
said.

With difficult economic times
still lingering, according to Mr.
Deak, “Where can you cut costs
at the county?”

“We are currently looking at the
jail. We have made progress with
lowering the jail population and
expenses cut back and negotiat-
ing with unions at the jail,” Free-
holder Kowalski said.

Freeholder Carter said, “Hard
decisions the last couple of years
from the jail, (Watchung) Stables,
Runnells and the Employee Opt
Out Insurance saved us money.”

The Employee Opt Out Insur-
ance is a county program that
pays employees $5,000 if they
“opt out” of the county insurance
program. However, employees
must show that they have alter-
native coverage elsewhere. “We
have over 300 employees on the

opt out insurance program and it
has saved $4.7 million. The $5,000
is not a lump sum of money; it is
over a 26-pay period at $126 per
check,” said Mathew DiRado, di-
rector of administrative services,
told The Westfield Leader and
The Scotch Plains-Fanwood
Times.

From the opposing Republicans,
Mr. Martini said, “We have budget
issues such as ‘opt out insurance’
for alternative insurance. It costs
$1.7 million to payout for those
who ‘opt out.’ Get rid of it.”

Mr. Khavkine asked the candi-
dates about duplication of ser-
vices and redundancy in Union
County and how to “merge ser-
vices” to save tax dollars.

“Merging services is what we
need and feasibility studies. I think
if county government ran like a
business everything will fall into
place,” Mr. Martini said.

“Waste in government [is cre-
ated] by not using shared ser-
vices,” Mr. Krauss added.

“We have valuable services such
as Hazmat, Emergency Medical
Services with 176 miles of road
and we don’t drive county cars.
We are looking to cut costs.” Free-
holder Kowalski said.

Mr. Martini quipped, “Not one
person said, ‘new blood,’” while
Mr. Krauss fired back, “No specif-
ics on where to cut.”

Freeholder Kowalski said, “We
work as a team during budget
times.”

In closing statements, Mr.
Krauss said, “my goal is biparti-
sanship at the county. The bot-
tom line is we have had 16 years
of one party.... even if you elect
us, we will look to agree, dis-
agree, and be your voice to the
public. I want someone to keep
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Variance Applications
Withdrawn at Zoning Bd.

By CHRISTINA M. HINKE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

CRANFORD – The two applica-
tions to be heard Monday by the
zoning board of adjustment had
to be withdrawn and the appli-
cants will need to reapply, the
zoning board of adjustment said.

Marcin Wojcik, the applicant at
2 Colin Kelly Street, did not ap-
pear to be heard for a variance to
construct a fence that will ex-
ceed the maximum allowable
height and openness. One resi-
dent was in attendance to object
to the application.

Igor Pereverzev, the owner of
BP gas station situated at Spring-
field Avenue and North Avenue,
had not submitted revised draw-
ings showing an additional gas

pump at a gasoline pumping is-
land, and the zoning board said
he must withdraw his application
and reapply.

Mr. Pereverzev was seeking fi-
nal site plan approval of a gas
station, which is a pre-existing
non-conforming use, to elimi-
nate the repair area and realign
gasoline pumping islands with
the following variances: less than
the minimum distance for a fuel
or air pump to any property line;
less than the minimum allowable
distance for a driveway from any
adjoining property line and/or
corner of an intersecting public
street; less than the minimum
distance for walls of the principal
structure from the side and rear
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