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Garwood Council Working
To Reduce Budget Hike
By BRIAN TRUSDELL

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

GARWOOD – Borough
homeowners face an average $85 in-
crease in taxes after borough council
members finished a first round of wran-
gling over the municipal budget, $11
less than initially proposal.

Council members at a special March
12 meeting on the budget whittled
away at the finance committee’s sug-
gestion of a $7.8-million spending
plan, eliminating $21,000 after two-
and-a-half hours of dissecting the plan
line by line.

The budget has yet to be formally
introduced. The March 12 meeting
was the first of two focused on the
financial blueprint. Another is sched-
uled for tonight, Thursday, March 19.

The $85 hike is for a home assessed
at $100,000, said Borough Auditor
Warren Korecky, who, along with fel-
low auditor Bill Swisher, Chief Finan-
cial Officer/Treasurer Sandy Bruns
and Borough Administrator Christina
Ariemma, assisted Financial Commit-
tee Chairman Louis Petruzzelli and
committee members Sara Todisco and
Mike Martin in devising the budget.

The estimated increase in the tax
levy is more than double last year’s
$39, which had been the smallest hike
since 2002, the last time there was no
increase.

Mr. Petruzzelli blamed the steep
rise on two major factors: an $86,000
jump – or 16 percent – in the assess-
ment from the Rahway Valley Sewer-
age Authority (RVSA), and a $37,000
bill to replace the roof on Borough
Hall.

The $232,565 increase is 3.1 per-
cent more than last year’s $7.5-mil-
lion municipal budget. Led by Coun-
cilman Bill Nierstedt, who questioned
why many items in the budget were
increased over last year’s levels de-
spite actual spending not reaching the
anticipated amount, the council cut
$5,000 from police overtime, $2,000
from fuel, $2,000 from street lighting,
$1,000 from telephone service and
another $1,000 from utilities.

“A thousand here, a thousand there,
it does add up,” Mr. Nierstedt said.

Additionally, $10,000 for fencing
at the athletic field complex was ap-

plied to a requirement for a necessary
matching grant payment, eliminating
the need to duplicate that expenditure.

Surprisingly, Mr. Nierstedt, an out-
spoken environmental advocate,
wanted to eliminate the entire pro-
posed $6,000 increase in the shade
tree budget. The borough spent only
$18,000 of last year’s proposed
$19,500.

“I wouldn’t increase it,” he said.
“It’s just too much. It’s just too much.”

But he faced opposition from nearly
everybody else, including self-pro-
claimed budget hawk Jim Mathieu,
who said he saw it as an infrastructure
concern similar to a road that needs
upgrading.

“I just think deferring it is creating
a bigger problem,” he said. “I’m lean-
ing toward an increase.”

The budget calls for a 1.75-percent
wage increase for the four non-union
but state “protected” town employees
at Borough Hall and a 1-percent in-
crease for the remaining non-union
unprotected workers.

Mr. Petruzzelli’s panel also created
a new line item for the athletic field, or
the Recreation and Sports Complex,
allocating $19,516, half of which, he
said, was culled from other lines in last
year’s budget. Citing discussions with
two interested parties, Ms. Todisco
said she expected that approximately
$10,000 or more will be accounted for
in revenue from renting the facility to
other towns, groups or individuals.

While Mr. Petruzzelli pointed to the
RVSA assessment and the Borough
Hall roof as big expenses, it was re-
vealed under questioning from Mr.
Mathieu that debt service increased to
$332,940, a nearly $34,000 jump and
the third largest hike in the budget.

Those three items accounted for
nearly half of the originally proposed
$253,565 increase in the $7.792-mil-
lion budget over 2014. It was more
than half of the adjusted $232,565 in
the revised $7.771-million plan.

Mr. Nierstedt began asking about
the revenue side of the budget. Ms.
Ariemma mentioned how possibly a
few thousand dollars could be gener-
ated by raising the liquor licensing
fees, but that was tabled until the next
budget hearing.

Freeholders Hear Budgets
From Three More Depts.

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

COUNTY — The Union County
Freeholder Fiscal Committee heard
budget presentations from the depart-
ments of administrative services, cor-
rections and the county counsel dur-
ing its second of four budget meet-
ings last Thursday in Elizabeth.

The freeholders were presented
with a $492-million executive bud-
get, of which $336 million would be
raised in local taxes, up $9 million
from last year, from County Manager
Al Faella.

Freeholder Chris Hudak, chairman
of the fiscal committee, said while the
spending is down this year, federal
and state grants are drying up, thus
reducing revenues outside of prop-
erty taxes. He said, however, that the
county is in the best fiscal shape it has
been in years.

In his administrative services de-
partment budget, Norman Albert, the
department’s director, said the de-
partment includes the divisions of
motor vehicles, personnel manage-
ment and labor relations, and pur-
chasing. He said an insurance com-
pliance coordinator position is being
added within the administrative ser-
vices director’s budget, which is pro-
posed at $498,778. In addition, a
seasonal position at $15,000 to scan
documents is being requested.

An additional mechanic position is
proposed within the motor vehicles
division. “We need to get the vehicles
back on the road,” he said, noting that
backups on repairing vehicles im-
pacts the division’s overtime budget.
The division’s proposed budget in
the county executive budget is $1.8
million in salaries and wages and
$4.5 million in other expenses.

Mr. Hudak asked what impact lower
gasoline prices had on the adminis-
trative services budget. Mr. Albert
responded that it reduced spending
by about $500,000 in the county bud-
get. He said it is assumed prices will
be higher this year and thus more has
been budgeted for this expense.

Salaries and wages in the person-
nel budget are up slightly to $879,437
with other expenses staying flat at
$874,500.

Mr. Albert said the purchasing di-
vision completed 15,000 requisitions
and had 70 public bids in 2014. He
said the division’s salaries and
wages, listed at $683,731 in the ex-
ecutive budget, are mostly flat other
than 2 percent over last year’s
adopted budget for contractual in-
creases.

Brian Riordan, director of the de-
partment of corrections, which runs
the county jail, said the jail handled
6,000 inmate admissions in 2014.
The jail’s population is averaging
700 prisoners per day. He said the
upgrade of housing units, including

painting them, is nearly complete.
Repairs to the shower area also have
been completed.

He said the final phase of up-
grades to the jail will include the
replacement of three elevators over
an 18-month span. Each elevator, to
be replaced one at a time, will take
six months to complete.

Salaries and wages for corrections
are budgeted at almost $32 million
with another $9.3 million allocated
for other expenses.

Mr. Hudak noted that $6.5 million
has been budgeted for overtime at
the jail, the same as last year, al-
though $6.1 million of that amount
was spent. Mr. Riordan said based
on the corrections employee union
contract, overtime is dolled out based
on seniority, thus lower-paid correc-
tions officers get less overtime. He
said there currently are 14 correc-
tion officer vacancies at the jail.

He said one of his goals this year
is to install 380 cameras throughout
the correctional facility. In addition
to enhancing security, Mr. Riordan
said the cameras will give him an
opportunity to look at each officer’s
post to determine if it is necessary.
Based on that, he said, he might be
able to move the officer to another
post or eliminate the position if he
does not think it is efficient. Mr.
Riordan said this would reduce over-
time costs.

Mr. Faella said the county’s labor
counsel is looking into the matter, to
“make sure we are on solid legal
grounds.”

Mr. Riordan’s department also is
planning to install a video visitation
system for guests of inmates. He said
the guest would pay a fee to utilize
the system. Family members also may
still come to the jail in person. Mr.
Riordan said the lobby of the jail also
is to be upgraded this year.

County Counsel Robert Barry’s
budget includes $1.5 million in sala-
ries and wages and $146,750 in other
expenses. He said the department
handled 70 lawsuits against the county
last year. He said the county has been
aggressive in efforts to try to get the
county dismissed as a defendant in
what he deemed “frivolous lawsuits.”

Mr. Barry said the counsel’s office
collected $370,000 in bail forfeitures.
The office handles 2,000 contracts
per year.

He said he is requesting an addi-
tional part-time employee at $20,000
in the county adjuster’s office. The
person will assist with work associ-
ated with involuntarily committed
individuals as well as gun permits.

The next budget meeting will be
tonight, March 19, at 5:30 p.m., in the
Freeholders Meeting Room of the
Administration Building in Elizabeth.
It will precede the Freeholders’ 7
p.m. agenda meeting.

– signs that are common along the
sidewalks of North and South Av-
enues.

Since such signs currently are not
permissible – although clearly exist
— the measure would grant them
legal status with stipulations, such as
one per business, type (A-frame and
easel-type), no more than 48 inches in
height and made of painted wood or
metal, heavy plastic and chalk or dry
easel board.

Members immediately began to
offer ideas until Mr. Fraser reminded
them that they had until the next meet-
ing on March 25 to consider the draft
and put forth their opinions.

In another matter, the board was
informed that former applicant Sandra
Sep, who was granted a certificate of
non-conformity in November to re-
build a two-family home on Center
Street, had filed a “notice of claim” –
essentially a potential lawsuit – re-
garding her property.

Ms. Sep identified nine current
members of the board, two former
members, former Garwood Borough
Council President and current mem-
ber Ann Tarantino, Zoning Code Of-
ficial Victor Vinegra, the borough
and police department as potential
defendants, but did not name the plan-
ning board as a group.

The notice says that Ms. Sep, who
is a resident of Clark, was “discrimi-
nated against” and “harassed” in her
pursuit to rebuild at 304 Center Street
after the property was destroyed by
fire in November 2012.

Ms. Sep, who appeared before the
board several times, initially sought
to rebuild as a two-family unit but
was told by Mr. Vinegra that he could
not issue the permit because she did
not have the certificate of non-con-
formity for a single-family zoned area
before the fire. Despite opposition by
some on the board, she was eventu-
ally granted the certificate and al-
lowed to rebuild.

But because, she claims, that pro-
cess took two years, it required legal
fees and other expenses and deprived
her of income from the property “in
excess of $100,000.”

In addition to Mr. Vinegra and Mrs.
Tarantino, Mrs. Quattrocchi, who was
mayor until December 31, was named
along with current planning board
members Mr. Paterson, Bill Nierstedt,
Robert Scherer, Ms. Villaggio, Mr.
Janotti, Mr. Vena, Mr. McCarrick and
Board President Steve Greet.

Ileen Cuccaro and Al Del Conte,
who were board members until De-
cember 31, also were named, but the
board as an entity was not.

“The board has not been named as
an anticipated party, and we believe
any claim against the board would be
wrongful and frivolous,” Mr. Fraser
said.
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He said if no agreement is reached
at the March 31 mediation, standard
practices would include another me-
diation session or fact-finding, when
a new state-appointed mediator hears
both sides and issues a non-binding
report to both sides.

A final step would be “super con-
ciliation” – more intense negotia-
tions when the mediator can order
round-the-clock talks.

The teachers, whose three-year
contract expired June 30, declared an
impasse in the talks in October over
salary and other issues, sending ne-
gotiations to a mediator for the third
straight cycle. Teachers in New Jer-
sey are prohibited from striking and
the terms of the old contract remain
in force until a new one is reached.

The preliminary budget of
$8,648,858 for the 2015-2016 year
was introduced and approved so that
it could be submitted to the Union
County executive superintendent for
approval.

If the county okays the spending
plan, it is to be presented formally at
a meeting of the board on Wednes-
day, April 29.

The budget represents a $123,321
increase over the current year and the
tax levy is set to increase $272,706,
which translates into $217 more than
last year per home assessed at
$100,000, Board Administrator Eric
Larson said.

That would be in addition to an
approximate $85 jump the borough
council discussed at its meeting a
week ago. Last year, the school
board’s budget pushed up taxes about
$130 per home.

In other action, the board approved
next year’s school calendar, which
will see students begin school on
September 10, break for Christmas
beginning December 24 and return
January 4, have spring break from
March 25 to April 1, and finish the
year on June 21. The calendar in-
cludes three snow days.

Additionally, Board President
Christine Guerriero announced that
speech-language therapist and part-
time teacher’s aide Tara Ridente has
been selected as “Educator of the
Year” by a committee of teachers,
administrators, PTA and board mem-
bers. She is scheduled to be honored
at the Education Foundation of
Garwood’s annual dinner on Thurs-
day, April 23.
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HAPPY CHINESE NEW YEAR... A ribbon-cutting and Chinese New Year
Celebration was recently held at the Spring Academy in Garwood.  Children of the
school are shown here performing a Dragon Dance. Pictured, from left to right, are:
Carol Kearney, Greater Westfield Area Chamber of Commerce (GWACC);
Garwood Councilman Bill Niederstat; Jill Ji, Spring Academy owner; Garwood
Mayor Charles Lombardo and Councilwoman Sara Tedesco; Gene Jannotti,
GWACC executive director, and Chris Devine, GWACC chairman.

Musicians Have Outgrown
Band Room Space At WHS

By SARAH MCGRAIL
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — Westfield High
School (WHS) musicians turned out to
a Board of Education meeting on March
10th to urge members to support the
town’s growing music program.

WHS bands have grown so rapidly
that now more than 10 percent of
pupils are members of at least one
band, often more, the Board was told.

The band had outgrown the exist-
ing band room, in the WHS base-
ment, and a second band teacher
would be needed if the program is to
continue to grow.

Band programs in Scotch Plains
and New Brunswick had two, or even
three, band directors for a similar
number of pupils.

Senior Matt Gaudin told board
members, “I have been involved in
the band program since 4th grade and
I have had an unforgettable experi-
ence but I fear it will not be the same
for future pupils.”

He said that, under Band Director
Christopher Vitale, the music pro-
gram had grown from 130 students to
200 in just four years.

“Mr. Vitale is a remarkable man,”
he said. “Westfield deserves a great
band program and I believe these
steps are necessary to achieve it.”

Parents of band members also
turned out in force to show their
support.

Eduardo Lara told the board there
could be as many as 60 musicians
playing in the band room in a single
lesson when the maximum noise lev-
els were equivalent to being in the
front row at a rock concert.

“There is a very clear need to ad-
dress these issues,” he said.

Board President Rich Mattessich
told his fellow members during bud-
get discussions, “I happen to feel
pretty strongly that we should fix this
band problem. It is important that we
don’t have to cut kids from the band
program.”

Board member Peggy Oster agreed,
saying, “Are we going to encourage
kids to be involved in the music pro-
gram until 8th grade and then say you
can’t continue?”

Schools’ Superintendent Margaret
Dolan told the board that “staffing
follows the kids” and that, when the
band was growing, another area
would be shrinking.

Ms. Dolan said she was working
closely with Mr. Vitale and Linda
King, supervisor of visual and per-
forming arts, to try to resolve the
space issues. She will report back to
the Board when there is any progress.
The Board agreed to defer a discus-
sion until that time. SP Council Votes to Abolish

Recreation Commission
By FRED T. ROSSI

Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

SCOTCH PLAINS — The town-
ship council on Tuesday voted to abol-
ish the recreation commission, a move
that proponents said would streamline
municipal operations by having the
township recreation director report di-
rectly to the township manager rather
than to the commission.

Several representatives of local
youth sports leagues spoke in opposi-
tion to the move before the council’s
vote, with commission member Andy
Weber saying he did not understand
the council was moving at “breakneck
speed” to disband the 65-year-old com-
mission. As recently as last fall, break-
ing up the commission was said to not
be on the council’s agenda, but in
January, newly-installed Township
Manager Al Mirabella said he pre-
ferred that the recreation director re-
port directly to him rather than to the
commission.

Former councilman Frank Rossi,
who served as the council’s liaison to
the commission during much of his
seven-year tenure, defended the exist-
ing set-up, saying the recreation de-
partment had more transparency with
the council than any other municipal
department, adding that the recreation
director, in his experience, had daily
contact with the manager. Saying there
were other, more important issues need-
ing to be addressed by the council, Mr.
Rossi wondered why the governing
body was moving forward on the rec-
reation issue.

Former commission chairman Rob-
ert Giordanella said the move was “not
based on what’s best for the operations
of the township.” Instead, he called the
action “personal.” The commission, he
added, was “one of the few bodies not
influenced by politics.” Neil Kaufman,
president of the Scotch Plains-Fanwood
Youth Baseball Association, described
the commission as an “apolitical orga-
nization,” and criticized the council for
not having met with any of the sports
groups or with the recreation commis-
sion in advance of moving forward
with the disbanding.

Deputy Mayor Colleen Gialanella
— while admitting that the failure to
meet with the sports leagues was a
“misplay” — defended the dissolution
of the commission and said she was
confident that those who volunteer to
serve on the commission would con-
tinue to be involved in the recreation

community in one way or another,
including by serving on the newly-
formed recreation committee, which
will be purely advisory in nature.

Councilman Llewellyn Jones, the
sole council member to vote against the
ordinance to abolish the commission,
proposed an alternative under which
the commission would amend its by-
laws to state that the recreation director
reports directly to the municipal man-
ager. Finding no one else to back his
idea, the matter was dropped. Council-
man John Del Sordi backed the abol-
ishment, saying it would streamline
township operations.

Prior to the council’s vote, Mayor
Kevin Glover lamented that the matter
had “sunk to personalities and poli-
tics.” But he added that it was “clear
that this council truly cares about recre-
ation in town.”

In other business, the council ap-
proved an increase in the amount that
volunteer fire and rescue squad person-
nel could earn via the Length-of-Ser-
vice-Award Program (LOSAP) from
$1,150 per year to $1,250. The council
also approved a three-year shared ser-
vices contract with the Township of
Edison to provide animal-control ser-
vices.

The mayor and Mr. Mirabella made
several announcements about town-
ship-sponsored events in the down-
town business district, including an arts
& crafts show on Saturday, May 16, a
series of Friday Night at the Movies
starting Friday, June 12 and the start of
the annual summer concerts on Thurs-
day, July 9.

At the start of its meeting, the council
issued a proclamation honoring town-
ship resident Charles Taylor. In Janu-
ary 1961, Mr. Taylor, while a student at
Friendship College in South Carolina,
was part of a group of students arrested
for sitting at a lunch counter in viola-
tion of local laws at the time. Mr. Taylor
and others in the so-called “Friendship
9” were sentenced to 30 days of hard
labor, one of the many sparks leading
to the enactment of various federal civil
rights laws later in the decade.

The council also passed a resolution
honoring Library Director Meg Kolaya,
who is retiring at the end of the month
after more than 12 years at the helm.
Mayor Glover said she had transformed
the Bartle Avenue library into an
“award-winning public library”
through her “love and enthusiasm for
her work.”

Sarah McGrail for The Westfield Leader
BAND SUPPORTERS... Westfield High School band members, past and present,
show their support for the rapidly-growing Westfield band program.

Horace R. Corbin for The Westfield Leader
LASTING TRIBUTE… Rep. Leonard Lance recently presented Paul J. Peyton,
assignment editor for The Westfield Leader, with a United States flag that was
flown over the U.S. Capitol in Washington, D.C. in memory of Mr. Peyton’s
mother, Audrey W. Peyton, who passed away on January 19.


