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Borough, Business Owners
Say Future is Now Fanwood

By TED RITTER
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Editor’s Note: This is the fourth in
a five-part series on local downtowns.

FANWOOD – It might not be in-
stantly obvious when walking around
downtown Fanwood just yet, but this is
definitely a time of significant transi-
tion for the downtown business district.

For the past few years, Mayor Col-
leen Mahr’s administration has made
reinventing the downtown a top pri-
ority, second only to trying to limit
property tax increases.

First steps can now be seen with the
ongoing redevelopment of properties
off South Avenue across from the post
office and The Chelsea complex and
further up the street near the train
station. Other changes won’t be far off
for approximately 6.5 acres of land
along South, Martine and LaGrande
avenues, as well as Second Street.

In 2004, the borough dramatically
changed gears from earlier redevel-
opment efforts. It began an ambitious
project to draft a redevelopment plan
with an eye toward accomplishing a
major makeover in a cozy little down-
town. There is a surprisingly large
mix of approximately 50 local busi-
nesses and shops that really hadn’t
visibly changed much for decades.

“Our downtown right now is prob-
ably the same (in appearance) as it
was in 1950,” Councilman Joseph
Higgins told The Westfield Leader
and The Scotch Plains-Fanwood
Times in a recent interview.

Peter Chemidlin, who heads up
Fanwood’s Business and Professional
Association, also runs one of the
borough’s longtime businesses, Fam-
ily Investors Company on South Av-
enue, which has been around for
nearly 50 years. Mr. Chemidlin said
that while the recently reopened
Dunkin Donuts and other newer busi-
nesses such as Commerce Bank, the
Lemon Tree Hair Salon and Il Sogno
Restaurant might get a lot of atten-
tion; people sometimes forget that
much of the downtown is occupied
by veteran businesses.

Mr. Chemidlin said these range
from George Church auto repair –
which he said is probably the oldest
continually-operating business in
town – to Scotchwood Florist, Frank’s
Auto Body and Irma’s Hallmark,
which he said is “really the anchor
downtown right now.”

Mr. Higgins chaired a Fanwood
Downtown Advisory Committee,
which, in cooperation with an envi-
ronmental planning and engineering
firm, took about a year to come up
with a new game plan for remaking
the downtown.

“The first year I took office, it was
really about reconnecting back to the
community and all the people that had
a stake in the downtown,” recalled
Mayor Mahr about her initial redevel-
opment strides. “It has always been my
goal that nobody is caught off guard.”

Mr. Higgins pointed out that “a tre-
mendous public process” preceded the
drafting of the business district’s rede-
velopment plan, which the public can
review at borough hall. “Everybody in
town, if they wanted to, had an oppor-
tunity to come to one of three major
public hearings that were held and
have a say about it. And a lot of the
recommendations that came from the
public were incorporated into the plan.”

From that point, Mayor Mahr said
the borough began to focus on actually
trying to do something about the
blighted buildings along South Avenue.
“And we’ve had great success there,”
she told The Leader and The Times.

“Property owners have stepped up to
the plate, (and) we’ve had planning
board approvals; we’re now getting
construction approvals done, and
groundbreakings are going to happen.”

As Mr. Higgins said, with respect to
the South Avenue part of the redevelop-
ment plan, “the idea is to have a combi-
nation of retail and residential, with re-
tail on the first floor and two more floors
that could be apartments or small of-
fices, such as doctors or dentists.”

Given the initial progress along
South Avenue, Mayor Mahr says at-
tention is now beginning to shift to a
less-intensive “rehabilitation” of
Martine Avenue properties.

“The borough has hired a team,
basically made up of an architect and
a project manager, with experience in
economic development and down-
town revitalization, to look at Martine
Avenue and come up with a façade
program…including everything from
quick-hit improvements to a longer

range plan.”
Mayor Mahr says the Martine Av-

enue buildings are fine structurally,
but aesthetically, it’s a different story.

“Everyone understands that those
stores along Martine, for the most
part, need a facelift. And by designat-
ing them an area in need of rehabili-
tation, it really allows us to treat them
differently than we do the properties
that front South, LaGrande, and Sec-
ond,” which will be completely rede-
veloped, the mayor said.

At the borough’s business and pro-
fessional association – set up about five
years ago to foster networking and other
business-building strategies and is an
ongoing partner in the redevelopment
efforts – Mr. Chemidlin notes that the
redesigned business center will accent
the town’s Victorian style.

“It’s not going to be a cookie-cutter
approach, but I think they want to at least
dress it up to make it more appealing
when you drive over the Martine Avenue
bridge and head into town,” Mr.
Chemidlin said in a recent interview.

One key goal is to establish uniform
design guidelines for the Martine sec-
tion of the business district with, among
other things, the rear of the buildings
treated as equally as the traditional store-
fronts. Other ideas include fewer and
nicer-looking trash bins, streetscaping
improvements and signage.

“Design standards will be incorpo-
rated into (the borough’s overall) re-
development plan so that anybody –
whether it’s today, tomorrow, six
months, or a year from now – will just
have to go to one document and see
guidelines so that we will always
have uniformity on that block.”

The mayor indicated that there have
been several well-attended meetings
of Martine Avenue property owners
and merchants who have now seen
the architectural renderings “and are
very enthusiastic.”

She indicated that two Martine stores,
including a new plumbing supply show-
room, are already eager to move forward
with rehabilitating their properties.

“That enthusiasm and that buy-in
doesn’t just happen by accident,”
Mayor Mahr emphasized. “It hap-
pens because I’ve worked so hard to
have open lines of communication
between all levels of the stakeholders
for the last two-and-a-half to three
years that I’ve been in office.”

Local business owners interviewed
by The Westfield Leader and The Times
for this article expressed support for the
idea of remaking the downtown district.

“It should result in a better, up-
dated look and feel,” said General
Manager and Owner Alex Lawrence
of Irma’s Hallmark, one of the
downtown’s most well-known and
well-established local shops. “Hope-
fully, it’ll help bring more businesses
and people to the area, as well.”

Ronak Patel recently took over the
Fanwood Corner Store and vintage lun-
cheonette across the street and agrees
that it’s time for a change. “I think it’s a
good idea. They should renovate the
downtown; it’s kind of old.”

And around the corner, at the
Fanwood Clipper barbershop, which
has been a fixture on South Avenue for
36 years, owner Ron Marcovecchio
also views the rehabilitation and rede-
velopment of the downtown in a posi-
tive light. “Hopefully, it’ll draw more
people to the downtown,” he said. “That
would be better for everybody, right?”

Ultimately, the borough would like to
attract many new businesses while
strengthening existing ones, thereby in-
creasing crucial foot traffic (through events
such as semi-annual street fairs, classic
car shows, and Fanny Wood Day) in the
downtown and boosting tax revenue.

“We’re definitely going to see an
increase in tax revenue with an ex-
tremely limited increase in the num-
ber of school-age children and a very
limited increase in overall traffic,
because the types of [property] uses
will have different peaks in terms of
traffic,” Councilman Higgins said.

Borough officials acknowledge that
redevelopment and bringing in new busi-
nesses is a major undertaking and vision
that is going to take time to realize.

“This is not an easy process, when
you start all over again,” said Coun-
cilman Higgins.

Mayor Mahr emphasizes that the
first goal is to try to bring in businesses
that are the right mix for Fanwood.

“We’ll find the right mix and the
right additions so that residents don’t
feel they have to leave Fanwood to
shop and spend their money. And
then, if we become a destination in

that our stores are attracting people
from outside Fanwood, that’s a win-
win situation for our merchants,” said
Mayor Mahr.

Fanwood’s merchants like its resi-
dents and elected officials, clearly
believe the borough is a special place
to do business.

“We’re working with multiple-gen-
eration clients, and they’re very loyal,”
noted Mr. Chemidlin at Family In-
vestors. “It’s that first-line service
that you get from a small town. I have
clients who I used to deliver newspa-
pers to as a kid, which I think is just
fascinating,” he said.

“People come here to socialize as
well as shop,” Mr. Lawrence said.
“They come to say ‘hi’ to our employ-
ees and to see other people from the
neighborhood. Most of our employ-
ees are from the area, so that helps.
It’s part of the old fashioned way of
doing business and we really pride
ourselves on that.”

Asked whether the borough’s been
a good place for him to do business
for nearly four decades, Mr.
Marcovecchio smiled and said: “Well,

I made my living here; that should tell
you something.”

And Rachell Kim, owner of the
Golden Hanger cleaners on South
Avenue, suggested, “it’s the people
and the location” that make down-
town Fanwood a good place to do
business. “Most of the people are
very friendly,” she added.

Ms. Kim and other merchants also
indicated that while most of their busi-
ness consists of longtime local cus-
tomers, they have started to see in-
creasing numbers of new and younger
customers coming in, which is en-
couraging. “I’m excited for the future
of Fanwood,” Mr. Chemidlin added.

Also looking ahead, as construc-
tion moves along on South Avenue
and new plans advance elsewhere in
the downtown business district,
Mayor Mahr hints that people are
going to begin to see that redevelop-
ment is really starting to take off.

“I would say within the next six
months you’re going to see some defi-
nite changes along Martine Avenue,”
the mayor predicted, “but I think that’s
just going to be the beginning.”
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Your IRS News

Gregg Semanick, Local IRS Office, Springfield

College Tax Relief
Considerations

Those who pay the costs of higher
education may find some relief in the
various tax benefits associated with edu-
cation-related expenses.

“Taxpayers should consider higher
education tax credits and deductions for
which they might be eligible for 2006,”
said IRS spokesperson Gregg Semanick.
“Education tax credits and deductions
can help offset those costs.”

The following is a back-to-school
checklist on education credits, tax deduc-
tions and tax-free benefits:

Education Credits — Reduce your tax,
not just your income. The Hope and Life-
time Learning Credits are education cred-
its taxpayers can subtract in full from
their federal income tax, not just deduct
from their taxable income. Taxpayers may
claim only one of these credits for the
same student in the same tax year. The
credits phase out as income rises from
$45,000 to $55,000 ($90,000 to
$110,000, for married filing jointly).

Hope Credit — Applies only for the
first two years of higher education and
can be worth up to $1,650 per eligible
student, per year. Each student must be
enrolled at least half-time for at least one
academic period during the year. This
credit does not apply to graduate and
professional-level programs.

Lifetime Learning Credit — Applies to
most higher education, including non-
degree courses, with a maximum credit of
$2,000 per tax return, regardless of the
number of qualifying students. This credit
equals 20 percent of the first $10,000 of
post-secondary tuition and fees paid dur-
ing the tax year for all eligible students.
This credit is available for enrollment in
one or more courses.

Tax Deductions — Lower your taxable
income with these breaks:

Deduction for work-related education
— Claim costs of education required to
keep your job or to maintain or improve
skills needed in your present work, but

not if the education is needed to meet the
minimum requirements of your position
or is part of a program to qualify you for
a new trade or business.

Student loan interest deduction —
Maximum deduction of $2,500 for inter-
est paid on qualified student loans. Phases
out as income rises from $50,000 to
$65,000 ($105,000 to $135,000 for mar-
ried filing jointly). The person legally
obligated to make interest payments on a
student loan may deduct interest pay-
ments on that loan made by someone else.

Tax-Free Benefits — Certain payments
or special programs’ distributions are free
of tax when used for qualifying educa-
tional expenses. Such expenses cannot
duplicate one another or be used to claim
education credits or deductions.

Scholarships, fellowships — Gener-
ally tax-free when used to pay qualified
expenses for degree candidates at eligible
schools. Usually amounts for room and
board do not qualify as tax exempt and are
considered taxable income.

Coverdell Education Savings Account
(ESA) — Distributions that don’t exceed
the beneficiary’s qualified education ex-
penses are not taxed. Primary or second-
ary school expenses are eligible for ESA
benefits. The Beneficiary must be under
age 18 when an ESA contribution is made;
annual contribution limit is $2,000 and is
reduced if contributor’s income is be-
tween $95,000 and $110,000 ($190,000
and $220,000 for married filing jointly).

Other items to review are Qualified
Tuition Programs, Education Savings
Bonds, Employer-provided educational
assistance and cancelled student loans.

The regular income tax still applies to
any taxable IRA distribution.

For more information, see IRS Publi-
cation 970, “Tax Benefits for Higher
Education,” which can be obtained online
at www.irs.gov or by calling toll free at 1-
800-TAX-FORM (1-800-829-3676) or  1-
800-TAX-1040 (1-800-829-1040).

Horace Corbin for The Westfield Leader and The Times
KEEPING TIME...The Fanwood Clock on the corner of South and Martine
Avenues by the train station marks the town’s center which is keeping up with
the times.
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