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One-Seat Ride Talk Resurfaces
At Rail Coalition Meeting

Westfield Commences Process Of
Implementing Downtown Changes

By CHRISTINA M. HINKE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

WESTFIELD — Two ordinances
were introduced Tuesday by the town
council that are a result of short-term
recommendations made by the
Downtown Task Force. Also Tues-
day, the oral argument for the law-
suit against the Stop & Shop expan-
sion took place, Town Attorney Russ
Finestein said. A decision is expected
in June or July, he noted. He said he
expects the decision to affirm the
Westfield Planning Board’s decision.

Director of Public Works Greg
O’Neil received recognition for re-
ceiving the Director Excellence
Award from the Public Works Asso-
ciation of New Jersey. The award
recognizes a member for outstand-
ing integrity, ethics and ability in the
public works services profession as

a director.
“We have been so fortunate...We

have been able to transform our pub-
lic works department,” Town Ad-
ministrator Jim Gildea said.

Mr. O’Neil said the transforma-
tion has been possible with the sup-
port from the town and a “team ef-
fort.”

“I am the one who is fortunate
enough to have found this beautiful
town,” Mr. O’Neil said. He said he
was “afforded the autonomy to do
the job with great, great people.”

An ordinance was amended to es-
tablish a section pertaining to side-
walk signs. Currently sidewalk signs,
such as A-frame, sandwich board
style signs, are used by retailers in
the downtown, but those signs are
not permitted. The ordinance would
allow for those signs, and provide

specifics as to the size and place-
ment of the signs, among other spe-
cifics. Also, the retailer would be
required to buy a permit for $25
annually, and provide insurance.

The Land Use Ordinance also
would be amended, once adopted, to
change the handling of parking re-
quirements, add some allowable
uses, allow certain non-retail busi-
nesses on the ground level on North
Avenue and South Avenue, allow
use of basement space for functions
that are auxiliary to the use provided
on the ground level, allow use of a
space on a temporary basis that would
also not need to comply with parking
requirements for up to 60 days, al-
low shared use of one tenant space,
and allow a walk-window to sell
goods. It also removes stair towers
and elevator bulkheads, as well as
decorative architectural features,
from the calculation of building
height. Some signage policy also is
to be amended in the Land Use Ordi-
nance. Awning signs will be allowed
with conditions.

A full review of the sign ordinance
is to be conducted, according to Mr.
Gildea. “It’s a very big undertak-
ing,” he said.

Parking requirements that are not
conformed to, that require up to 10
spaces, can be reviewed by the zon-
ing officer, instead of filing a vari-
ance application and being heard by
the planning board. For those defi-
cient in 11 to 20 spaces, the site plan
subcommittee of the planning board
would review the application, as part
of the amended ordinance.

“This is a start,” said Tom
Harrington, who owns properties
downtown, in response to hearing
the changes that would occur. He
also noted that rents in the down-
town are down 15 to 20 percent.

Mayor Andy Skibitsky also noted

By SHANNA C. KELLY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

CRANFORD — Ten percent of
the New Jersey Transit riders come
from the Raritan area, but the corre-
lating 10 percent of direct rides to
Manhattan is virtually nonexistent
for these commuters, officials said
at the Raritan Valley Rail Coalition
meeting held Monday night in the
Cranford Community Center.

During the meeting, which at-
tracted a packed room of commut-
ers and elected officials from area
towns including Cranford and

Westfield, updates on the coalition
one-seat ride efforts as well as other
transportation-related topics such
as the Hudson River Tunnel Project,
Amtrak’s Gateway Project and the
Penn Station repairs were discussed.

At the December 16, 2016 meet-
ing it was stated that adding one-
seat rides in off-peak hours would
not work because of the money re-
quired for another train set and crew,
yard space in Raritan, people to
maintain the train, the electric power
to run it and more. Not to mention
that all the time slots currently are
taken up.

Peter Palmer, chairman of the
Raritan Valley Rail Coalition, who
also serves as chairman of the North
Jersey Transportation Planning
Authority’s Board of Trustees as
well as Somerset County Freeholder
director, sent a letter to the execu-
tive director at NJ Transit, Steve
Santoro, asking for an 8 p.m. one-
seat ride train.

According to Mr. Palmer, if this
train went to Penn Station instead
of Newark, then it would not re-
quire all the extra costs mentioned
above and would not interfere with
the existing schedule.

Mr. Palmer received no response

from Mr. Santoro.
Mindy Scarlett of Scarlett Ryan

Consulting expressed the urgency
of community members utilizing the
outlets that are available such as the
Raritan Valley Rail Coalition
website and social media.

“It’s all about making your voices
heard,” Ms. Scarlett said.

Currently, there is a petition out
for one-seat rides available on the
coalition’s website with nearly 3,000
signatures, which she hopes will
increase in order to make the issue
more difficult for politicians to ig-
nore.

Ms. Scarlett shared that the num-
ber of visitors to the Raritan Valley
Rail Coalition website has de-
creased over the past six months,
adding to the urgency of people
acting to get the word out about the
petition through resources such as
Facebook.

But signatures on the petition have
not just been from train riders; the
issue at hand appears to stretch a lot
farther than the convenience of com-
muters.

“This is more than about com-
muters,” said Kathleen Miller
Prunty, director of Downtown Busi-

Christina M. Hinke for The Westfield Leader
DIALOGUE ON DOWNTOWN...Mayor Andy Skibitsky and the town council
discuss various topics, much related to initiatives concerning Westfield’s down-
town, on Tuesday evening.

Brooks Crandall for The Westfield Leader
MAKING HISTORY FOR WESTFIELD....The Westfield Historical Society
(WHS) held its 2017 annual dinner on Friday evening at Echo Lake Country
Club in Westfield. Pictured, from left to right, are: Sherry Cronin, WHS
member; Sam Mahmoud, President's Award recipient; Nancy Priest, WHS
president;  Westfield Mayor Andy Skibitsky; Margaret Dolan, Ed.D., Trust-
ees’ Award recipient and superintendent of Westfield schools, and Mary
Konsolaki, WHS member.

David B. Corbin for The Westfield Leader
UNION COUNTY CHAMPS...The Westfield High School baseball team won its 15th Union County Tournament title after
defeating the Cranford Cougars, 6-3, at Kean University in Union on May 12. See Sports Section for story.

Courtesy of Reyna Ortolani
LOOK WHO YOU MIGHT RUN INTO....These ladies share a laugh with TV and
radio traffic reporter Joe Nolan at last Thursday’s Girls’ Night Out event in
Westfield.
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Residents Express Concern
Over Ban On Cat Feeding

By KATE BROWNE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

MOUNTAINSIDE — More than
half a dozen residents expressed
concerns during Tuesday’s borough
council meeting regarding a pro-
posed ordinance to ban the feeding
of feral cats.

The speakers questioned the wis-
dom of using public resources and
staff to police the feeding practices
of volunteers, many of whom are
caring for homeless cats, while oth-
ers are worried that pet cats who
become lost might mistakenly be
picked up as part of what they de-
scribed as “mass trapping.” The
speakers noted that feeding is an
important part of controlling the
feral cat community and that Moun-
tainside is home to many respon-
sible colony managers who care for
dozens of cats.

In response, several council mem-
bers, including Councilman Keith
C. Turner and Councilwoman
Deanna Andre, explained that en-

forcement of the feeding ordinance
will be “complaint driven” and resi-
dents did not need to worry about
being arbitrarily targeted for ticket-
ing. Councilman Turner noted that
colonies that are not properly man-
aged can be hazardous to the com-
munity and harmful to the cats.

Councilwoman Andre provided
details on the success of the trap,
neuter, release policy that Moun-
tainside implemented last year,
which has already handled approxi-
mately 40 felines. Ms. Andre also
explained that the borough’s ani-
mal control vender, Animal Control
Services, has a strict policy of hold-
ing lost pets so as to give their
owners time to locate them. Bor-
ough Administrator James Debbie
urged residents who wish to work
with the feral cat community to con-
tact his office for additional infor-
mation on the best way to help.

A Hickory Lane resident asked
the council to enforce the four-hour

Eminent Domain Fears Aired
Over Scotch Pl. Redevel. Study
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By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

SCOTCH PLAINS — After an
extended discussion on the pros and
cons of eminent domain power, the
township council, on a split vote,
approved a resolution on Tuesday
that authorizes the planning board to
undertake a preliminary investigation
into redeveloping a large portion of
the downtown business district.

The resolution includes language
that will ultimately allow the town-
ship government to use “all of the
powers” provided by the State Legis-
lature “for use in a redevelopment
area, including the use of eminent
domain.” That provision raised con-
cerns for Councilwoman Rose
Checchio and Councilman John Del
Sordi, Jr., who ended up voting against
the resolution.

Mrs. Checchio said including the
power to use eminent domain — the
right of a government to expropriate
private property for public use, with
payment of compensation to the prop-
erty owner — led her to worry about
“what it could potentially mean” to
downtown property owners. She
thought the council should first meet
with property owners to gauge their
feelings about the issue and to avoid
the potential for “mistrust” between
the local government and businesses
and property owners.

Mr. Del Sordi said he agreed with
his colleague’s assessment, saying that
while eminent domain might not be
used, there was “no assurance” that it
would not. “Where does it stop?” he
asked, pointing to streets that abut the
central business district as potentially
being at risk from eminent domain in
future years. He, too, supported first
meeting with property owners to see
how they feel about the matter.

Mayor Alexander Smith said in-
cluding the eminent domain option in
redevelopment efforts going forward
was “not an easy decision for me,”
but he said the township’s affordable-
housing obligation, which is being
hashed out in legal negotiations, was
a big consideration in keeping emi-
nent domain as one of the “tools” in
the township’s toolbox of options for
redeveloping the downtown and meet-
ing the township’s housing obliga-
tions. “No one on the council wants to
use” eminent domain, the mayor said,
adding that no one knows today what
the circumstances will be in the com-
ing years. He raised the specter of a
comprehensive redevelopment pro-
gram collapsing because eminent
domain powers were not available.
“If eminent domain has to be imple-
mented for the good of the town, then
so be it,” the mayor declared.

Deputy Mayor Llewellyn Jones said
the township’s current legal negotia-
tions with regard to its affordable-
housing obligations are playing a big
part in keeping eminent domain as an
option in future years as the down-
town is redeveloped. He said it would
be “prudent” to keep it as an option
even though he hoped that it would
not have to be used. Councilman Ted
Spera agreed that it needed to be kept
as an option, saying it was “important
as we move forward.”

The area to be studied by the plan-
ning board includes Park Avenue from
East Second Street to Grand Street;
East Second Street from Park Avenue
to just before Flanders Avenue; Senger
Place; and Westfield Avenue, Bartle
Avenue and Grand Street from Park
Avenue to Forest Road. Mayor Smith
assured the public that the planning
board investigation into redevelop-




