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Garwood Planning Board Okays
Fourth Ave. Townhouse Devel.
By BRIAN TRUSDELL

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

GARWOOD – The planning
board has unanimously approved
the site plan for a nine-townhome
development off Fourth Avenue
at the end of Walnut Street, es-
sentially clearing the way for con-
struction to begin.

The proposal was given the okay
despite a deluge of complaints
from residents that outnumbered
defenders by a better than four-
to-one margin. The project still
needs building permits and faces
a pending legal challenge.

After handouts were distrib-
uted to nearly every home on the
north side of town in the week
preceding, the Borough Hall
meeting room was standing-
room only for the January 28
hearing, with more than a dozen
people rising to urge the board to
reject the plan.

Traffic, size, noise, aesthetics
and the appearance of political
corruption were among the many
reasons given for voting against
the proposal. However, Board
Attorney Donald Fraser, along
with a few members of the board,
somewhat sheepishly, pointed
out that those issues were dis-
cussed and dismissed when the
board approved a use variance –
and five other waivers – in May
for property owners Angela and
Sandro Villaraut.

The variance allowed the
Villarauts to proceed with their
project for the property, which
had been previously approved
for three single-family homes.

Board member Craig McCarrick,
who attended the May meeting
as an alternate but was not per-
mitted to vote, indicated the out-
pouring of interest and input from
the public would have been more

influential eight months earlier.
However, he voted with Vice-
Chairwoman Kathleen Villaggio,
former Mayor Pat Quattrocchi,
Michael Vena, Gene Jannotti and
Paul Tarantino to okay the site
plan in a 6-0 vote.

Ms. Villaggio, Mr. Vena and Mr.
Jannotti voted for the use vari-
ance in May.

Robert Scherer, one of two
members to vote against the use
variance, abstained after once
more expressing his displeasure
with the project but acknowl-
edged that the site plan, not the
variance, was before the board.

Three of the four plaintiffs who
have filed suit in New Jersey
Superior Court contesting the
May decision, including Westfield
Leader Publisher Horace Corbin,
spoke out against the project.

Board member Bruce Paterson
– the lead plaintiff who voted
against the variances and recused
himself from further discussion
on the project – gave the most
impassioned critique, speaking for
more than 20 minutes.

He claimed the board members
were “inattentive” when approv-
ing the use variance, charging
the Villarauts never proved why
they could not conform to the
single-family zoning ordinance
for the area.

Ileen Cuccaro, a licensed real
estate agent who was an alter-
nate board member last year
and also is a plaintiff in the law-
suit, read a prepared statement
that also harshly criticized the
board.

She noted the history of the
property, which included men-
tioning the previous owners who
tried a similar proposal but were
rejected, leading to the three-
house determination. She ac-
cused the board of rank unfair-

ness, denying the Hidi family its
project but allowing this one. It
was a sentiment echoed by Bor-
ough Councilman Jim Mathieu,
who said a perception existed
within the community that the
Villarauts were politically con-
nected and that is why their
project was approved.

“Rightly or wrongly, that is the
view in the community, a cynical
view, and with a vote yes, you
feed that cynicism,” he said.

A few people in the audience
did speak in favor of the project,
including Garwood Board of Edu-
cation Vice-President Linda
Groning and Terry Brown of East
Street, who called it a “huge
benefit” to the borough.

A potential snafu was brought
before the board when Mr.
McCarrick noticed the site plans
included second-floor terraces
that extended 10 feet from the
foundation off the back of the
townhomes to within five feet of
the property line.

A borough ordinance would re-
quire those decks to be at least
10.3 feet – or 10 percent of the
width of the property, 103 feet –
from the line. Several board
members exchanged puzzled
glances when Mr. McCarrick
asked if a variance for that re-
quirement was sought and
achieved in May.

The issue was defused when
the Villarauts agreed to limit the
terraces, which architect Glenn
Potter said at the January 14
meeting would not be removed,
to 4.7 feet.

The matter likely next goes be-
fore New Jersey Superior Court
Judge Karen Cassidy, who has
scheduled a case management
conference between the oppos-
ing attorneys in the case for Tues-
day, February 24.

Garwood Planning Board Blunders,
This is Not North or South Ave.

Editor’s Note: The following
statement was read at
Wednesday’s Garwood Planning
Board meeting concerning the
application for nine townhomes
on Fourth Avenue.

For 20 years the Hidi Family
and executors of their estate have
been trying to sell this property,
and for 20 years have been de-
nied by the Planning Board. Ev-
erything had been presented
from single-family homes to
townhouses. The family had in-
curred upward of almost
$700,000 for legal fees and ev-
ery kind of study known to man.
In that time frame two siblings
have passed away, and still they
kept trying. About 10 years ago
there was an application by an-
other developer for 16
townhomes, now mind you this
was a greater number than ap-
proved for this applicant, and
that is what the Planning Board
stated that the density was too
great, the only omission made is
that this was for the Hidi prop-
erty as well as the one next door
at 490 Fourth Avenue. Nearly
double the property size.

To make a long story short,
that developer sued the town. As
determined in court, “The town
prevailed in that lawsuit, as the
stated reason for them denying
that applicant was this is a single-
family residential zone and
townhomes did not belong there”

Fast forward to 2011. The Hidi
family at the end of their rope,
out of resources, anxious to settle
the estate, once again sought
relief to build anything allowed.
At long last the Planning Board
approved three single-family
homes to be perfect for that prop-
erty.

The description even stated the

town has approved three homes
to be built. At the first part of this
application I asked multiple
times, “What happened to the
three homes that were approved?
Other people asked the same
question. It was never answered.

This application sought mul-
tiple bulk variances including a
use variance. A use variance is
the hardest variance for a town
to approve, as you must prove
undue hardship in seeking this
relief and proving that you can-
not build what the zoning per-
mits.

As this was already approved
for three homes and meets the
zoning requirements in a single-
family residential zone, the use
variance should not have been
approved. But in one night the
Planning Board approved all vari-
ances. Even going so far as to
extend the meeting to allow this
to be voted on in one night.

As is also customary and done
in every other application, the
town’s engineer is supposed to
submit a review letter, of which
he submitted nothing.

One of the Planning Board mem-
bers gave a yes vote because
they liked the material the builder
was using. This is certainly not
the proper use variance vote as
material being used is irrelevant.

Another board member stated
that they were not aware of the
history of this property.

Even though this is the second
part of the application, and all
the statements I make are after
the fact, I wanted the folks to
know that this property has a
very long history. And going for-
ward will set precedence over
the rest of the neighborhood.
This is not North and South Av-
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