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It’s Time for Scotch Plains to Move On
To Next Phase of Revitalization Efforts

Should Westfield’s Taxes Be Controlled
At Expense Of Maintaining Programs?

During the past few years, township officials and
business leaders in Scotch Plains have taken a num-
ber of steps to revive a downtown shopping district
that was lagging behind its counterparts in Westfield
and Cranford and facing fierce competition from
local shopping malls. The Towne Centre Task Force,
first organized several years ago and presently com-
posed of local business people and town officials, has
been the impetus behind many of the positive steps
taken to improve the appearance of the township’s
central business district, as well as its ability to draw
not only shoppers but also new businesses while
keeping existing ones.

A number of aesthetic improvements have recently
been made in the downtown area, and new pedestrian
lighting will be installed soon. All in all, as we stated
on this page last November, Scotch Plains deserves
a hand for its efforts at starting to revitalize the
downtown business district on Park Avenue, Front
Street and East Second Street.

Where does Scotch Plains go from here? With
competition from other downtowns, as well as from
nearby mega-malls, Blue Star Shopping Center and
the soon-to-be-completed shopping mall on Route
22 in North Plainfield, Scotch Plains must now make
some serious decisions about its downtown if it
wants to avoid taking a back seat. When it comes to
what the downtown will look like for the next several
decades, most of the decisions that lie ahead will be
truly big ones, for they will likely involve potentially
wholesale physical changes to the area.

First up, obviously, is disposition of the hedge
property, the small tract of government land located
adjacent to the Municipal Building on Park Avenue.
The township government, backed by the Scotch
Plains Business and Professional Association, has
already taken preliminary steps to subdivide the
property and then sell it to a private developer who
would then build a mixed-use, business-retail build-
ing on the site. While there has been some doubts
expressed in certain quarters, including this page,
about the wisdom of erecting such a building, it
appears that all signs point to such an eventuality —
and so we hope that the township and the downtown
area reap the financial and commercial rewards which
the development’s backers envision.

Looking even further down the road, some folks
are raising the notion of moving the municipal
government out of the downtown area. This is some-
thing that should be seriously explored. Getting rid
of the outdated and overcrowded Municipal Build-
ing — now located smack in the heart of downtown
Scotch Plains —could lead to a further transforma-
tion, and a positive one at that, of the entire central
business district. During last fall’s mayoral cam-

paign, Councilwoman Geri M. Samuel said that,
given unlimited downtown funding, she’d like to see
the area that presently houses the Municipal Build-
ing, the Fire Department and the township parking
lot converted into a shopping area and pedestrian
mall, similar to the antique shops on Front Street
behind the Stage House Inn.

Talk about a potentially wonderful way to com-
pletely transform the center of town. Last fall, mem-
bers of the Towne Centre Task Force told The Leader
and The Times that the ultimate goal for downtown
Scotch Plains was not to replicate Westfield but,
rather, to turn downtown Scotch Plains into a collec-
tion of small, boutique-style shops offering antiques,
gifts, crafts, hobbyists’ items and the like. Ray
Pardon, President of the Scotch Plains Business and
Professional Association, mentioned New Hope,
Pa., during that interview when trying to come up
with a comparison for what he hoped Scotch Plains
would ultimately resemble. When we look at the
large tract of land where the Municipal Building,
Fire Department and parking lot now stand, we see a
perfect spot for a collection of small shops and
boutiques, where shoppers could walk from store to
store.

Of course, if downtown Scotch Plains were to be
transformed in any significant way, certain other
matters would need to be addressed. First is the
parking situation. The loss of the lot next to the
Municipal Building would obviously result in a need
to find space for several dozen new parking spots.
Some in the township feel that having a tight parking
situation is actually beneficial, in that it forces people
to, perhaps, park farther from their planned destina-
tion, thus making them walk through more of the
shopping district and being exposed to more of the
businesses in the area.

And, of course, there is the state’s proposal to build
a new bridge across Route 22, something the down-
town business community fears could lead to an
increase in unwanted traffic along Park Avenue. This
issue needs to be looked at carefully and with the
long-term goals for the downtown area uppermost in
mind.

The township has made a good start on revitalizing
a central business district that could easily have been
shunted to the sidelines by neighboring downtowns
and area shopping malls — and local business lead-
ers deserve credit for pushing the township govern-
ment to make the downtown a priority. With the
initial, aesthetic steps soon to be completed, it’s time
for Scotch Plains to turn its attention to the next
phases, ones that will require serious discussions, a
great deal of input from the public and some far-
sighted — and creative — thinking.

It’s an old cliché: “You get what you
pay for.” Westfield has long been proud
of our excellent school system which for
many years has given thousands of stu-
dents a rich academic and extracurricu-
lar experience. This year, however, a
number of the programs are in jeopardy.

We currently spend less per pupil than
the average New Jersey district. Last
year we only increased what we were
willing to spend for each student by $20,
to $8,322, while the statewide average
increase was $282, to $8,985. For over
$500 less per pupil than the state aver-
age, how much “less” are we providing?
Over the last five years, Westfield’s per
pupil spending has actually fallen, going
from 10 percent above the statewide
average to 7 percent below it.

While we hold our community up as
one of the top in the state, we cannot
maintain our position without paying for
it. Is it appropriate that affluent Westfield
should be below the average for our state?
Are we so concerned with keeping taxes
down that we are willing to sacrifice
programs, teachers, textbooks and direc-
tor level positions? This year’s budget
will be presented to voters in two parts.

While it may appear that the second
question presents optional items, the
second question actually covers pro-
grams and positions that currently exist
in our school system. Without support
from our voters, our district will have
less to offer students educationally next
year than we are offering this year.

When critical programs are not funded,
the reputation of the school system will
certainly suffer. A consequence of the repu-
tation of the school system slipping is that

real estate values will drop. Does it cost
money to insure the excellence in education
we claim for our children? Yes. Will we
need to pass the second question to raise the
funds? Yes. Can we afford not to?

If we don’t pass the base budget and
second question, we will have less to-
morrow than we have today. Be sure to
vote “yes” for both parts of the budget in
support of our kids on April 17.

Carolyn Fleder & Ann Phillips
Westfield

Alan Augustine Has Set the Bar for High
Standards for Current, Future Officials

A statesman and a gentleman don’t even come
close to describing the man: Alan M. Augustine.
After more than 20 years in politics, the past decade
as one of the two assemblymen from the 22nd
District, a long illness has forced Mr. Augustine to
step down from the job he has loved so much.

No matter who the candidate is who fills the open
Assembly seat, they will have gigantic shoes to fill.
Alan’s ability to put a personal touch on legislation
is a true testament of  his character. He  has sponsored
legislation requiring health care facilities to use
needles with safety devices that reduce the risk of
spreading HIV and other diseases, and legislation
that  cuts off  towns’ ability to collect fines for unpaid
parking tickets after three years, and has worked to
combat identity theft by raising it from a disorderly
persons offense to a second degree crime.

He also has sponsored a lemon law to protect
consumers  from being sold sick pets and legislation
that requires youngsters under 14 years of age to
wear helmets when riding scooters.

Over the years, Mr. Augustine has been well  known
for his great sense of humor and for his kind words.
At gatherings he introduces his fellow District 22
Assemblyman, Richard H. Bagger of Westfield, as
“Bagger Man.” Then, of course, he recites a new
joke.

The accolades bestowed upon him are too numer-
ous to mention in their entirety, but here are a few
highlights: Arc of Union County Humanitarian of
the Year in 1998 and recipient of the 1997 Presiden-
tial Citation from the New Jersey State First Aid
Council for his “unselfish support.” He was the 1997
Women’s Political Caucus Good Guy Award recipi-
ent for his legislative initiatives in support of women,
and was named the New Jersey Traffic Officers
Association’s “Legislator of the Year” the same year.

But these awards only reflect  the responsiveness
Mr. Augustine has shown over the years. Scotch
Plains residents know well of these efforts from his
20 years as an elected Township Council member,
including three terms as Mayor.

Besides his achievements in state and local govern-
ment, we salute
the warmth he
has always dis-
played as a per-
son, and com-
mend him for
constantly ad-
hering to the
highest ethical
s t a n d a r d s
throughout  his
distingusihed
career.

He is an in-
spiration for all
current and fu-
ture elected of-
ficials – regard-
less of party af-
filiation–to fol-
low, for  he has
set the bar for
high standards
in public ser-
vice.

Our thoughts
and prayers are
with Mr. Au-
gustine and his
family, and we
wish him well.

DILAPIDATE
dilapidate - The Great Wall of China

built in 200 B.C. and stretching for
1500 miles is one of man’s most awe-
some and enduring structures. Much
of The Wall, however, is in a dilapi-
dated condition despite attempts by
the Chinese government to reverse cen-
turies of neglect and pilfering. Unfor-
tunately, the wall, like many other an-
cient structures, served as a cheap
source of building materials for gen-
erations of people who lived in its
shadows.

The source of dilapidate is the Latin
word dilapidare which combines dis,
“apart” and lapidare, literally meaning
“to throw stones.” The original sense of
this word was “to pull rocks out of a
structure,” while the current meaning of
dilapidate is “to bring into a state of
ruin, decay or disrepair.”

This brings us to an apocryphal Chi-
nese proverb -People who live near
The Great Wall probably have a piece
of the rock.

Letters to the Editor

Freeholder Chairman
Defends Closing of Old
Union County Lockup

By ALEXANDER MIRABELLA

There have been many news stories
lately about the Freeholder Board’s de-
cision to close one of our county jails
and lay off 99 corrections officers. It is
something that we as a board did not take
lightly. This is perhaps the hardest deci-
sion I ever made as a public official, but
I believe it was the best one for the
people of Union County.

For many years, the State of New
Jersey housed prisoners in our county
jails. The state forced the county to
accept these prisoners and underpaid
what it cost the county to house them. In
1999, the cost per prisoner per day was
$83.34, and was continuing to rise,
mostly due to sharp increases in salaries
and wages. Yet the state reimbursed the
county just $58.50 per prisoner per day.
This was unacceptable. The county
should not be in the business of subsidiz-
ing the state.

The state chose not to pay Union
County anywhere near what it cost us to
house their prisoners and pulled them
out of our jails last year. A reimburse-
ment that consistently amounted to $8
million a year was cut to $3.5 million
last year and practically nothing this
year. This cost the county $17.5 million
in lost revenues — a shortfall that has to
be made up elsewhere in our budget.

Without the state prisoners, it became
no longer necessary or economically
feasible to operate two county jails. As a
result we made the difficult decision to
close the old jail. The combination of
available space in the new jail, plus the
placement of certain inmates in Delaney

House, a secure drug and alcohol reha-
bilitation facility, in Newark means we
will have enough room to house county
inmates now and for the foreseeable
future.

County government proposed closing
the old jail, an antiquated facility, soon
after the new jail opened more than 10
years ago. But then-high crime rates and
the presence of state prisoners forced the
county to keep it open. Lower crime
rates — in part a credit to the excellent
work of our County Prosecutor, Union
County Sheriff Ralph Froehlich and lo-
cal and county police forces — have
since produced a smaller inmate popula-
tion even before the state pullout.

As a result of closing the old jail, the
county is laying off 99 corrections offic-
ers.

That figure was originally higher, but
vacant positions and a restructuring of
our layoff plan allowed us to reduce the
number of officers affected. Nobody
wants layoffs, but with fewer inmates
and only one jail open, we will need
fewer officers. That’s the bottom line.

I come from a law enforcement fam-
ily (my father, Gene Mirabella, was the
long-time police chief of Elizabeth). I
know many of these officers personally.
I went to school with some of them. The
decision to lay off these officers was
particularly difficult for me.

That is why I worked with the Free-
holder Board, County Manager Michael
Lapolla and Director of Corrections James
Coleman to help the corrections officers
subject to layoff find other jobs. The
county organized a job fair with represen-
tatives of the state Department of Correc-
tions and other counties’ jails. County
personnel also counseled employees who
received layoff notices and worked to
match them with job openings. As a result
of that effort, 94 corrections officers have
interviewed for positions at state correc-
tional facilities and will be offered jobs if
they successfully complete the screening
process. Others may be offered positions
in other county jails.

Our corrections officers have served
the county well over the years. I am
happy that we have been able to find new
jobs for so many of these employees.
Economic realities are forcing the clos-
ing of the jail, but this freeholder never
forgot that our actions would affect the
corrections officers and their families.

The budget gap has to be made up
somewhere. We think it would be unfair
to make the people of Union County
suffer from reduced services or a larger
tax increase in order to make up for a
lack of state prisoners. By closing the
old jail and implementing the layoffs,
the county will save taxpayers a pro-
jected $4.8 million this year and $8.1
million in 2002.

I don’t expect Union County’s correc-
tions officers to be happy with the deci-
sion we’ve made. I understand their an-
ger and disappointment. But I hope they
– and every Union County resident and
taxpayer – understand that we did what
was best for the financial security and
quality of life of every person in Union
County.

*  *  *  *  *
Alexander Mirabella is Chairman of

the Union County Board of Chosen Free-
holders.
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‘Peaceful Misunderstanding’ End
Result After Police Got Involved

After reading the letter from Gail
Buckland on March 15, I began to com-
pose a letter to the editor to explain the
situation she thought occurred between
the Westfield police and a group of
teenagers. I telephoned her instead and
explained the situation which actually
occurred. Now after reading the March
22 letter from Dr. Walter A. Korfmacher,
my daughter composed the following
letter since she was involved in the March
9 incident:

I am writing this letter in response to
the March 15 letter from Gail Buckland
and in support of the Westfield cops
reaction on March 9. Mrs. Buckland

assumed the young teenage kids she saw
near the Rialto were Westfield kids who
had just come out of the theater. They
did not come out of the theater, nor were
they from Westfield. These kids were
not just hanging in town, they were out
of towners who were starting trouble
with my friends and me.

My friends and I were hanging out as
we usually do when this large group of
teenagers had a verbal misunderstand-
ing with us. We called our parents, they
came to town and even spoke with these
kids, then took us home. They called the
cops to check out this situation. They did
ask these kids a few questions and told
them they are welcomed here anytime as
long as it is peacefully. How do I know
this? A few days later, some of these kids
called my home and apologized for this
misunderstanding.

I guess by getting the cops involved
helped turn this situation into a peaceful
misunderstanding. Thank you officers -
we feel safe when we are in town, know-
ing you are watching after all kids.

Brittany Simone
Westfield

Does Your Green Lawn Come
With A Cost to Your Family?

What is going into your yard to make
it green and free of weeds and bugs? Are
there chemicals, pesticides, or herbi-
cides (they sometime travel under “dif-
ferent names”) to make the lawn grow
fast and green, and, of course, kill all of
the weeds? Do you have children or pets
that play in your yard? You just might
have the costliest green yard on the
block.

How about your neighbors? When
their lawn service pulls away, is the
sidewalk covered with little yellow or
white pellets or when the trees or shrubs

are sprayed, does the over spray settle
down over you and your family? You do
have the legal right to know what you are
tracking in the house or breathing.

The sidewalks must be cleaned up,
and you have the right to know what is in
the spray before the fact. Pesticide vio-
lations or health complaints are report-
able to New Jersey Department of Envi-
ronmental Protection Office of Pesti-
cide Control at (609) 984-6568.

Westfield has joined many other towns
in New Jersey and adopted an IPM (In-
tegrated Pest Management) program;
your schools have been practicing the
program for years. Simply put, IPM
means use substitutes for the chemicals,
if at all possible. This is an easy research
– Rutgers has good information and the
Audubon Society has the 10 Command-
ments for a Healthy Yard.

The Recreation Commission will now
be maintaining the playgrounds, and
Commission Chairman Keith Hertell has
assured me that no pesticides or herbi-
cides will be used and that they will
practice the IPM program.

Now the remaining challenge will be
for us – the homeowners. Do you know
what is going into your yards?

Harvey Roberson
Westfield

Westfield Can’t Afford
To Vote ‘No’ on Budget

We cannot afford a “no” vote on April
17, our Board of Education election.

We cannot afford to let our schools fall
any more behind in teaching technologies
or in the teaching of technology. We
cannot afford to let the safety net fall and
allow Westfield youth to be at risk (like
the youth of Columbine or Santana) be-
cause of our shortage of guidance and
student assistance counselors. We cannot
afford to lose our state ranking because of
overcrowding in our classrooms.

We cannot afford to become a less
desirable community because of the state
of our schools. There is a direct link
between property value and good school
systems. (Not to mention the fact that
there is a direct link between well edu-
cated youth and a hopeful future for our
world). Three excellently qualified indi-
viduals are running for the three open
seats on our school board. Two very
important questions must be voted on.

Exercise your civic responsibility,
Westfield: get out and vote and just say
“yes.”

Lisa Quackenbush
Westfield


