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FW Municipal Tax Jumping
Due to Sewers, Pensions, Library

Candidates Discuss Qualifications,
Enrollment and BOE Money Needs

Fanwood Board Passes
COAH Affordable Housing

By TED RITTER
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

FANWOOD – Mayor Colleen
Mahr and the borough council are
now in a “hurry up and wait” mode
with respect to the municipal budget
that was introduced last month.

The budget proposal, as introduced
March 22, totals nearly $7.7 million
which is $90,101 over last year, with
the tax levy proposed at $4,591,785
which is $557,842 or 13 percent over
2005. Fanwood would be pay an av-

erage of $200 (over last year to sup-
port municipal services excluding
county and school taxes).

Although officials emphasize that
the introduced spending plan is ex-
pected to be a lot different in its
adopted form, they report that they
successfully met a March 30 dead-
line for applying for the state’s “ex-
traordinary municipal aid” program.
This same program, designed to pro-
vide local property tax relief, poured
$250,000 into Fanwood’s budget two
years ago, and officials hope to get
even more this time around.

“We’ll be having ongoing conver-
sations regarding the municipal bud-
get, kind of playing out different
scenarios…if we get it (the state aid)
all, if we get nothing,” said Mayor
Mahr. “We applied for the entire
amount of the increase over last year’s
budget,” the mayor said, putting the
total figure in the range of about
$500,000.

Fanwood’s Chief Financial Officer
Fred Tomkins and other borough of-
ficials are cautiously optimistic about
getting the aid.

“Fanwood has been very success-
ful in getting state aid. One of the
reasons being is that we’re kind of
following the recipe that the state
puts out,” said Mr. Tomkins. “Par-
ticularly because we do a lot of shared
services with Scotch Plains and the
board of education; we think we’re
doing as much as anybody, anywhere

in those areas, so that’s going to help
us.”

While Mayor Mahr emphasizes that
extraordinary aid is an option of last
resort, she also pointed out that, in
addition to shared services, the bor-
ough is trying its best to minimize
property taxes by employing part-
time employees, successfully apply-
ing for grant money and effectively
realizing a local tax collection rate of
about 99 percent.

“And we’re still having budget
problems, which makes us a good
candidate for relief,” said Mayor
Mahr.

Mayor Mahr said Fanwood’s bud-
get situation is similar to what other
communities are facing in terms of
“non-controlled” expenses, which
account for about 36 percent of the
borough’s currently proposed bud-
get.

“We really saw some budget line
items that were causing a tremendous
amount of pain,” Mayor Mahr said.
She cites pension costs that are up
about 40 percent, and adds that the
state’s library funding mandate is up
significantly. In addition, utility bills
have skyrocketed, sewer rates are up
nearly 25 percent, and policed over-
time expenses are way up because the
borough is currently short three offic-
ers.

“Fanwood’s budget is so lean, and
Fanwood operates very conserva-
tively to begin with,” the mayor said.
“And when you have these (line item)
issues that come in, they really punch
a hole right in us.”

Borough officials do not expect
final word on whether or not Fanwood
will receive the municipal aid until
late June or early July. A public hear-
ing and budget adoption meeting has
been scheduled for Saturday, July 11.

In the meantime, the mayor said
“we’ll wait, we’ll listen to what’s
going on in Trenton…and by then
we’ll have a better handle on all the
different scenarios. If we end up get-
ting nothing (in state aid), then we’d
have a lot that we’d have to take a hard
look at,” said Mayor Mahr.

By DEBORAH MADISON
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

FANWOOD — The borough’s Fair
Share Housing Plan resolution was
adopted by the planning and zoning
board of adjustment at their regular
meeting on March 30. The plan will
now be sent to the borough council
for their adoption before being sub-
mitted to the state’s Council on Af-
fordable Housing (COAH) for their
approval.

Several planning board members
expressed their reluctance to approve
the plan, stating that they disagreed
with the state’s mandatory COAH,
Mount Laurel obligations.

Planning Board Consultant Stan
Slachetka reviewed the new, round
three COAH obligations for the board.
Rounds one and two were required
from 1989 to 1999, while round three
rules came out in December of 2004,
retroactive to 1999, Mr. Slachetka
explained.

Mr. Slachetka reported that 17 bed-
rooms in four, existing group homes,
located in the Borough, plus three
units designated to new developments,
satisfied 20 of the Borough’s 13 re-
quired units for affordable housing,
giving the Borough a surplus of seven
units. COAH would have to make the
final determination however, as to
whether those group home bedrooms
qualified. Mr. Slachetka explained
that the new COAH formula for cal-
culating a municipality’s obligation
was based on projected growth over
the next 10 years.

COAH has also calculated, by cen-
sus data, that 10 low-income, rental-
property units in the borough must be
slated for rehabilitation. Public mon-
ies approximating $10,000 per unit
are required to be made available to
property owners whose properties
meet certain qualifications. If no prop-
erty owners came forward, then the
borough’s obligation would still have
been met, Mr. Slachetka added. Pay-

ments by developers, in lieu of con-
struction, can go toward these reha-
bilitation costs.

Any substandard or below code
rental units, occupied by low- to mod-
erate-income occupants can qualify
for the rehabilitation funding. The
unit must remain affordable to low-
and moderate-income families for a
minimum of eight years. The bor-
ough would advertise this program to
property owners who qualify. These
units may or may not actually exist,
but the borough must make these
funds available to a minimum of 10
units, if they exist, Mr. Slachetka
explained.

By approving the plan and receiv-
ing COAH certification, the borough
can avoid a builder’s remedy lawsuit.

Additionally, a growth share ordi-
nance would require the borough to
provide one unit of affordable hous-
ing for every eight new units devel-
oped and one unit for every 25 new
jobs, calculated by commercial square
footage developed. The obligation can
change depending on growth and de-
velopment, Mr. Slachetka pointed out.

Board member Andrew McDonald
expressed his opinion regarding the
COAH obligation, stating, “The
whole thing is a fraud. It started out to
assist minorities who couldn’t get
housing, but it has morphed into some-
thing that has absolutely nothing to
do with poor people now. It is an
environmental disaster and serves no
useful purpose.”

He advised the board to pass a
resolution calling for the council to
request a repeal of the entire COAH
process. Councilman Bruce Walsh
agreed, stating that COAH has
morphed into a giant that no longer
serves its original purpose. Board
Chairman Gregory Cummings con-
curred that the lofty goals set by
COAH were never achieved. Board
member Matthew Glennon went on

By MARIA WOEHR
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

SCOTCH PLAINS — Candidates
running for the Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Board of Education at a
Candidates’ Night last Thursday an-
swered questions posed to them by
the Parent-Teacher Association (PTA)
and members of the audience.  Bar-
bara Cronenberger-Meyer, past presi-
dent of the PTA, moderated the event.
Candidates presented their qualifica-
tions, goals and opinions.

There are seven candidates run-
ning for three seats on the board.
Candidates David Gorbunoff, George
Gowen and John Kubie are compet-
ing with incumbent members BOE
President Linda Nelson, BOE Vice
President Thomas Russo, and board
members Trip Whitehouse and Betty
Ann Woerner. An eighth candidate,
Julius Shapiro, has withdrawn for
health reasons. Mr. Shapiro’s name

will, however, appear on election bal-
lots.

When asked, Mr. Gorbunoff noted
he has been a resident of Scotch Plains
for 14 years and has three children in
the school system. “I have experience
with state, school, and operations
management,” he said. Mr. Gorbunoff
also noted that he has coached the Y’s
Girl’s basketball team in Brooklyn,
was on the Wesley Hall Board of
Directors, has participated in the PTA
and has volunteered at the local li-
brary. “I became involved as a parent
and want to run to continue my in-
volvement in the community,” he said.

Mr. Gorbunoff said he has attended
several BOE meetings and that fund-
ing is the main issue on his agenda.
“We should be as efficient as we can
be,” he said. “We have to be out there
looking at alternative funds.”

Mr. Gowen, in television advertis-
ing, said he has been open about
ushering new ideas into the board of
education and also cautioned voters
about only voting for incumbents. “I
understand a misconception has taken
place,” he explained concerning edi-
torials he had previously written.
“When I meant I was going to take off
the gloves, I did not mean that I would
be at odds with the board, I only
meant that I mean to get in touch with
the hard issues.” He described the key
issues as “money, money and money.”

“We cannot continue to tax our
community at the rate we are. We are

killing our seniors. Once a senior
moves out, a family with more kids
moves in and it increases school en-
rollment, and these increases in en-
rollment demand more money from
taxes,” Mr. Gowen said.

When asked about how many meet-
ings he has attended this year, Mr.
Gowen said he watched the meetings
on television. “To be in the same
room with others is to be in the same
room with others.”

Mr. Kubie has lived in Scotch Plains
since 1992 and has one daughter in
the high school. He said that he has
attended eight BOE meetings this
year. He said he considers himself a
“technology nerd” and that he has set
up Internet access for the school dis-
trict – and, if elected, would like to
chair the board’s curriculum commit-
tee.

“I’m running because I would like
to extend my commitment for educa-
tion, excellence in technology, and
teachers’ instruction,” Mr. Kubie said.
“I would like to see the board focus
on innovation and would like to see a
school that changes at a rapid rate.”

Mr. Kubie proposed that eventu-
ally every child in the district should
have a laptop to keep up with the
technology education expectations.
He listed contract negotiations as the
pressing goal. “We should set up a
long-range plan and strategic goals
with the community when looking
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Youth Sports Press for More
Field Turf, Space and Lights

By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

SCOTCH PLAINS — A fad on
college campuses back in the 1950s
involved seeing how many students
could be stuffed into a phone booth.
While not exactly the same, and not
as much fun, the youth baseball and
soccer leagues in Scotch Plains and
Fanwood are facing a somewhat simi-
lar situation: how to fit a few thou-
sand young athletes onto a limited
number of soccer fields and baseball
diamonds.

Officials from both the youth base-
ball and soccer leagues said they have
experienced explosive growth, with
nearly 1,000 kids playing baseball
this year and 2,000 kids playing soc-
cer. The presidents of both leagues
expect those numbers to keep grow-
ing. With professional soccer’s World
Cup set for June and July, Jim Fawcett,
president of the Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Soccer Association, expects

his league’s numbers to “explode”
next fall given the publicity and me-
dia coverage expected this summer.

“It’s going to be staggering,” he
told The Scotch Plains-Fanwood
Times, predicting that “more kids are
going to want to play soccer” come
September.

His rosters are so swelled, and the
number of available fields so limited,
that “we’re truly at the point where
we’re contemplating limiting” regis-
tration in some way, Mr. Fawcett said.
“But no one wants to turn kids away.”

Rick Sands, president of the Scotch
Plains-Fanwood Youth Baseball
League Association, faces a similar
problem as the baseball season gets
underway this weekend. “We have a
real shortage” of playing fields, he
told The Times, saying that “it’s a
really difficult task” trying to sched-
ule not only games for the more than
70 teams in the league but also prac-

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

Michael Pollack for The Times
SEMPER FI...First Sergeant
Meisinger of the Second Battalion
Marine Division talks to students at
Park Middle School on experiences of
marines serving in the Middle East.

Michael Pollack for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
TAKE A DARE...Each year, the Scotch Plains Police DARE Officers hold a poster
contest. About 20 fifth-grade winners will be treated to a day at the Union County
Police Academy with SWAT teams, mounted police, bomb squad and K-9’s. This
year’s theme for was “Freedom...What does it meant to you?” All posters will be
sent to the troops in Iraq. On Tuesday, Marines from the Picatinny Arsenal visited
the students at Park Middle School to accept the posters and talk to the students.Horace Corbin for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

PLENTY OF ATTENTION...Paris Mercurio of Scotch Plains receives hugs from
dignitaries Saturday as troops from the 250th Signal Battalion are welcomed
home from Iraq at ceremonies in the Westfield Armory. Her mother is Lisa and
her father is Warrant Officer Michael Mercurio. Pictured, from left to right, are:
U.S. Senator Frank Lautenberg, Major General Glenn Rieth, Congressman Mike
Ferguson, Senator Tom Kean, Jr. and Mrs. Mercurio (far right).

Maria Woehr for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
BOE CANDIDATES...Last Thursday, candidates seeking a seat on the Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of Education answer
questions and provide their views. Pictured, from left to right, are: Linda Nelson, Thomas Russo, Trip Whitehouse, John
Kubie, George Gowen, Betty Ann Woerner and David Gorbunoff.

SP Municipal Budget to be
About $22 Mil. this Year

By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

SCOTCH PLAINS — The town-
ship council will introduce the 2006
budget next Tuesday with the mu-
nicipal portion of property taxes ex-
pected to increase by about 4.5 per-
cent – being offset by the strength of
the surplus and with improved invest-
ment yields. The municipal portion
of the property tax is about 17.5 per-
cent of the total, the county portion is
about 17.5 percent and the school
system is the remainder.

The $22 million spending plan,
which the council has spent the past
two months reviewing, is slightly
more than $1 million, or 5 percent,

higher than last year’s budget. Town-
ship officials said much of this year’s
increase is due to higher mandated
costs, such as nearly $375,000 in con-
tributions to the state’s police and fire
retirement system, about double the
2005 level; $83,000 in contributions
to the state’s public employees retire-
ment system; nearly $1 million in
fees to the Rahway Valley Sewerage
Authority; an additional $121,702 in
debt service, an additional $235,923
for group health insurance premiums
and an extra $45,000 for gasoline
expenses associated with the recent
spike in energy costs.

While these and other costs have
CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

FW Council Approves
COAH Housing Plan
By TED RITTER

Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

FANWOOD – Following adoption
by the Fanwood Planning and Zoning
Board of Adjustment last month (see
related article), Mayor Colleen Mahr
and the borough council unanimously
approved Fanwood’s Fair Share Hous-
ing Plan Tuesday night.

The decision came at a special
meeting of the mayor and council
prior to the governing body’s regular
monthly agenda meeting at Borough
Hall.

Plans for “Fair Share Housing” are
required by the state’s Council on
Affordable Housing (COAH). The
intention is to ensure that municipali-
ties designate a number (determined
by a formula) of residential units as
“affordable housing” for low- or
moderate-income residents.

Mayor Mahr said the newly-ap-
proved plan was to be hand-delivered
to COAH in time to meet this week’s
submission deadline. The mayor
stated that the borough has satisfied,
or possibly even exceeded, COAH’s
mandatory requirements.

“We probably have a credit (of more
affordable housing units than re-
quired), but at this point we don’t
know what that credit is because
COAH still has to formally approve
the plan,” said Mayor Mahr.

In other business, Chief Financial
Officer Fred Tomkins reported that
the borough has been approved for
inclusion in an annual general obli-
gation lease revenue bonds program
offered by the Union County Im-
provement Authority.

Pending formal approval by the
mayor and council (expected at their
regular April 11 meeting), this pro-
gram would allow the borough to
lease, and eventually own, capital
equipment separate from the general
budget.

Mr. Tomkins stated that the bor-
ough would be able to finance two
police cars, a construction code ve-
hicle, a street sweeper, a motorized
painting machine, a snowplow at-
tachment, a heavy-duty hydraulic cot
for the rescue squad and miscella-
neous police equipment.
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