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By Mayor Martin Marks, Scotch Plains

This time, it really hurts. After so many
years of indifference, inaction and failure
on the part of our state leaders (both
Republican and Democrat) as it pertains
to long overdue and desperately needed
property-tax reform, I thought that this
year might just be different.

Our new Governor Jon Corzine was
saying the right things; in particular that,
“at the end of the process, if there were not
a lot of special interests screaming, then
we haven’t done our jobs.”

Well, the process has received quite a
bit of coverage in the press as of late, but
it appears that, once again, our leaders in
Trenton, Governor Corzine in particular,
have fallen prey to the power of indi-
vidual interests and, at best, we will wind
up with some window dressing legisla-
tion that will still allow our property taxes
to accelerate to levels that dubiously lead
the nation.

As I see it, the problem and the solution
are easily seen; yet, no one has the guts to
act on them. The largest component of
anyone’s property tax bill (save for spe-
cial needs school districts) is salary/ben-
efits for teachers. This cannot be dis-
puted. If we are unwilling to find alternate
funding for this particular line item or we
are unwilling to reduce the appropriation
for this particular line item, then any
appreciable property-tax relief can never
be achieved in this state. If the people of
this state feel that the cost of public edu-
cation at the current levels is worth con-
tinuing, then in order to achieve property
tax reform, the state would need to step to
the plate and simply increase funding, as
other states do, for public education.

With structural deficits in the state bud-
get measured in the billions, it is highly
unlikely that state government will do
this. This leaves option number two, which
would involve standing up to the NJEA
and other state employee unions and re-
quire that its membership cap salary in-
creases to reflect cost of living, contribute
to their ever-escalating health insurance
premiums like the rest of the free world
does and increase the retirement age with
full pension benefits to a number that
would better reflect 2007 and not 1957.

To his credit, our state senator for the
22nd Legislative District Nicholas Scutari
(and my opponent in the election of 2003)
stood up to the special interests and the
rest of the senate and refused to vote for a
pension-reform bill that he originally
sponsored but was ultimately watered
down to being virtually meaningless.
We’ll see what happens to Senator Scutari

‘Legislative Cowards’ in
Trenton – I Stand by It

now that he has bucked the special inter-
ests and the powers that be in the Demo-
cratic Party. My prediction is that Senator
Scutari will be unceremoniously bounced
from this year’s ticket by Union County
political bosses, and will conveniently be
placed in a well-paid government job
elsewhere.

Other than pension reforms, there were
several recommended proposals that are
now doomed to the trash heap. A ban on
dual office holding is destined for failure.
Logical consolidation of school districts
and municipalities will likely never hap-
pen. The plan to establish an independent
state comptroller with any real authority
to root out wasteful and illegal spending
at all levels of government in New Jersey
is now on the road to oblivion.

Ultimately, a proposal for a strict cap
on property taxes increases at 4 percent
per year will be so fraught with loop holes
that it is easy to envision that future in-
creases will mirror the 6 to 7 percent per
year state-wide average we have typi-
cally seen.

In a recent article in the Star Ledger,
State Senator John Adler (D-Camden) was
quoted as saying “Somewhere along the
way, we lost our heart.” Interestingly
enough, I sat on a panel with Senator Adler
sponsored by the New Jersey League of
Municipalities two years ago, and I said
that until our state leaders display some
heart, backbone, guts, or any other part of
the anatomy associated with courage to
stand up to special interests, property tax
reform can never happen in this state. I
went on to say that until the citizens of this
state stop sending back the same do-noth-
ing, self-serving cowards back to Trenton
election after election, we will have no one
to blame but ourselves for the lack of
action on property tax reform.

By the way, you the voters will once
again send back to Trenton more than 90
percent of the incumbents running for the
state legislature later this year. I did take
a little bit of grief for the “cowards”
comment.

Then Assembly Speaker Albio Sires,
who was sitting next to me at the time,
took offense, as did some other legisla-
tors. With this year’s activities (or lack
thereof) in Trenton to back me up, I still
stand by my “cowards” comment. I look
forward to the day when I can issue a
heartfelt and public apology for calling
our state leaders cowards when it comes
to meaningful property tax reform when
they prove me wrong. But until then, if
the shoe fits…

We’re glad that the Scotch Plains
Township Council will look anew at
the idea of a Special Improvement
District (SID) as the vehicle for revi-
talizing a downtown business district
that has great—but so far, unreal-
ized—potential. A SID, which desig-
nates an area in which additional taxes
are levied specifically to finance busi-
ness-district improvements, was close
to being enacted in 2004, but the
council, in the face of organized and
vocal opposition from downtown
property owners, voted against the
idea. With the face of downtown
Scotch Plains changing, it’s a good
time for a fresh look at a concept that
has worked in about 60 other New
Jersey communities.

It’s no secret that Scotch Plains’
downtown-business district—situated
just down the street from two shop-
ping malls, next door to bustling down-
town Westfield and a short car trip
from Cranford, Summit and any num-
ber of mega-malls—has struggled to
define itself for some time.

In speaking with business and prop-
erty owners over the years, the num-
ber one complaint we’ve heard from
them is the lack of foot traffic in the
downtown area. That’s been the over-
riding goal for a number of years:
finding a reason for people to come to
downtown Scotch Plains. And yet,
while the business district is often not
much more than a smattering of
people out and about, and many of the
businesses are closed by 6 p.m., there
are some reasons for people to come
to town, especially during the sum-
mer months. Parking in downtown is
at a premium on Saturdays, when the
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Scotch Plains Talk

SID for Downtown Area
Should be Revisited

popular Farmers Market is held in the
municipal parking lot on Park Av-
enue. And it’s a similar situation on
Thursday evenings in July and Au-
gust when free concerts attended by
hundreds are held at Alan Augustine
Village Green. But what about the
other 300-plus days of the year?

In the two years since the township
council voted against the SID ordi-
nance, not much has changed in the
downtown. Some businesses have
come and gone in that time, but the
neighborhood looks pretty much the
same as it’s looked for a number of
years. Whether this represents stag-
nation or relative stability is up for
debate. But changes are in the works.
As Councilwoman Paulette Coronato
pointed out last week, a reconsidera-
tion of the SID option may be more
timely given that the municipal build-
ing on Park Avenue is undergoing a
major renovation and an exterior
facelift. In addition, the township is
finally looking to sell the 9,000-
square-foot hedge property it owns
next to the municipal building to a
private entity for development into
retail and commercial space, a move
pushed by many downtown business
owners for years.

Now that the township government
has decided to at least dip its toe in the
water again, it’s time for business and
property owners to take a fresh look—
with open minds—at how the SID
concept might be beneficial to them.
Some of the concerns voiced by op-
ponents three years ago were valid
and deserved to be aired. They rightly
wanted to know what tangible ben-
efits would result from whatever as-

sessments they would pay. They
wanted to know what downtown
Scotch Plains will look like. They
worried about passing on the costs of
new assessments to tenants. And some
expressed satisfaction with the status
quo.

But simple pessimism about its
chances for success is not a valid
reason to oppose creation of a SID.
More than 60 SIDs have been set up
in New Jersey and all of them are still
going strong. What makes one be-
lieve that Scotch Plains’ SID would
be the first one in New Jersey to fail?

A 10-member steering committee
spent several months in 2003-2004
hammering out the details of the SID
ordinance. Compromises were made
and no one on that committee liked
every aspect contained in the pro-
posed ordinance. But, in the end, the
group did an admirable job in formu-
lating a blueprint for the future of
downtown Scotch Plains. We don’t
think it’s necessary to start from
scratch. Instead, the 2004 recommen-
dations—as well as some of the ideas
that were set aside—could be used as
the basis for the new discussions.

If things move forward beyond next
week’s planned council discussions,
we hope that more members of the
business community will get involved
in the conversations than was the case
three years ago, when many simply
raised objections and concerns at the
11th hour instead of involving them-
selves from the start.

We expressed our support for a SID
back then, and we now urge the coun-
cil to move forward in its re-examina-
tion of this concept, which has a great
track record of success in New Jersey.
Look at Westfield, Cranford or Sum-
mit. Downtown Scotch Plains
shouldn’t seek to become a clone of
any of these neighboring towns, but
striving to replicate some of their
successes could greatly help inject
some life into a downtown in need of
revitalization.

Bring SPF-HS Field Turf Initiative
To Vote in April, Not September

Easy Come, Easier Go
Thank you, Gov. Corzine for making

divorce so much easier now. Having to
wait a whole 18 months was completely
outrageous. After all, does anybody re-
ally mean “‘til death us do part” any-
more?

Honestly, what is marriage anyway?
Since we’re in the process of redefining
it, can we add the “until I get bored”
clause, or the “until it gets difficult” clause,
or how ‘bout the “until someone better
comes along” clause?

Reducing that divorce time down to six
months really helps me to more quickly
move on with my life. It’s not as easy as
canceling my car registration yet, but
hopefully some day we’ll get there.

William Page
Scotch Plains

Westfield Once Again Showed Its
Commitment by Supporting Bond

SPF-BOE Should Put
Turf Field to Vote Now

If there was such a thing as a polysyl-
labic dictionary, it is likely that procrasti-
nation and pontification would be on the
same page. An illustrative definition for
each could be a picture of the current
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Board of Educa-
tion (BOE), who has made the two words
a regular part of their modus operandi
each time they meet.

While Westfield continues to leave its
neighbor in the dust by passing recent
bond referenda to upgrade its fields and
last week to renovate its schools, the SPF-
BOE seems to maintain a basic distrust of
their constituents.

Why else would they behave the way
they did towards the Turfit Committee’s
request to put a necessary $1.8 million
bond referendum on the April ballot? The
committee has respectfully agreed to the
board’s requests to allow them to study
the issue. The committee has made nu-
merous concise presentations and pre-
sented fact sheets about any concerns.

Yet, at the latest meeting, the procras-
tinators could do nothing better than try
and push the decision off to September.
Their concerns with state decisions should
have been allayed with recent events.

The youth of this town is in dire need of
fields that all the neighboring towns have
and deserves better.

The board seems to not trust the people
to do the right thing. If this is not brought
to vote in April, perhaps the citizens should
use their vote to elect others to the board.

All we ask is to let the people decide in
April whether they want to improve their
fields.

What could the board possibly be afraid
of?

David Lazarus
Jerilyn Campbell

Fanwood

The football field and track at Scotch
Plains-Fanwood High School have been
in dire need of a facelift for a long while
now. If you have attended any football
events there over the past several years,
you have noticed firsthand the degraded
and somewhat hazardous conditions on
the field. You probably haven’t attended
any track meets there, simply because
there hasn’t been any due to the deplor-
able conditions of the track.

The SPF Field Development Founda-
tion (SPF-FDF), a group of local con-
cerned citizens, was formulated to work
with the board of education (BOE) in
proceeding forward with the much-needed
replacements. An outline was set and deci-
sions to proceed expeditiously over the
past year were met with resounding skep-
ticism at the last BOE meeting when they
decided to push the decision to proceed to
September instead of the anticipated April
date. They also attached several stipula-
tions to the acceptance of the project that
are virtually hopeful at best at this time.

The youth organizations and high school

athletes and students all deserve adequate
facilities to showcase their talents. As
members of the community, we deserve to
have facilities that we can be proud to have
our sons and daughters play on. Yes, these
come with a price, a price that we need to
understand will not come from our state or
county, even though renovations to the
dog park in a local park have been passed
at a cost of over $900,000.

I urge the BOE to proceed in the antici-
pated course of action, that is to vote at the
February 8 board meeting to proceed to a
bond referendum in April 2007 (not Sep-
tember) with the full amount of the project,
not contingent upon municipal and county
stipends to proceed. Let the community
decide whether or not it wants to have this
facility.

The children of Scotch Plains and
Fanwood deserve this support and can’t
wait any longer.

Anthony Giannaci
Co-Chairperson

SPF-FDF

On behalf of the entire Westfield Board
of Education, we’d like to thank residents
for once again supporting our schools by
successfully approving the bond referen-
dum last Tuesday. The bond passed by a
solid margin (56 percent yes, 44 percent
no), with particularly strong voter turnout
(25 percent).

The initiatives funded by this bond
move the school district forward in posi-
tive directions. In September 2008, our
new early-childhood center will open in
the renovated Lincoln School. We’re com-
mitted to developing an outstanding pro-
gram to meet the needs of the district’s
kindergartners and preschoolers. Students
in grades 1 to 5 will benefit from the
classrooms freed up in our elementary
schools, which will become available for
additional sections as well as more art,
music and special education rooms. In-
termediate school students will benefit
from upgraded facilities.

Efforts to evaluate district enrollment
and space concerns began a year ago with
the hard work of the Citizens Advisory
Committee on Enrollment (CACE).

Using the CACE recommendations as
a foundation, the board of education de-
veloped the bond proposal based on pub-
lic responses heard at many open forums
and meetings. A dedicated group of citi-
zens then helped communicate the ratio-
nale and objectives of the bond through
grassroots efforts to reach the community
at large. Teachers and administrators from
across the district also contributed their
time and expertise to explaining the need
for the bond.

Throughout this process, we asked for
and received many comments from the
entire community. We truly valued this
feedback, which helped us make better
decisions — especially in these times of
high property taxes, uncertainty over state
funding and legislation and ever increas-
ing expectations for a high quality educa-
tion system.

So much of the success of our school
system depends on people, from dedi-
cated staff members to volunteers in the
PTC, PTOs and in the classroom. Along
with expressing appreciation to them,
we’d like to especially thank Dr. Foley
and our fellow board members, who spent
countless hours developing the bond pro-
posal and meeting with residents. We

also appreciate the coverage of the bond
development process by the local press.

Westfield once again showed its com-
mitment to our children’s education by
supporting the school bond. Thank you.

Anne Riegel, President
Ginny Leiz, Vice President

Westfield Board of Education

Creative
Writing Contest

See the Bernard
Heeney Creative Writ-

ing Contest details at:
www.goleader.com/tiw/contest

Intern Program Note
See the Leader/Times summer in-

ternship program details at:
www.goleader.com/internship

Officials, Professionals Should Be
Allowed to Speak with the Public

In an editorial published on September 8, 2005, we
wrote about a change of policy at the County of Union
involving access to department directors. This change
required all press inquiries to go through county public
information, which determines whether it is necessary
for department directors and/or freeholders to return
calls — or whether public information employees feel
they can provide the information. In general, this policy
sounds reasonable.

In practice, incredibly, the policy bans county direc-
tors from talking to the press. This is not reasonable, in
our view. These professionals have the knowledge that
the public needs to know. Under the current practice,
public information employees operate to shield offi-
cials, not provide information. What results is filtered
or superficial. To be fair, public information employees
can’t be expected to have in-depth knowledge.

To illustrate how circular this can be, our summer
2005 interns contacted public works directors, and
were redirected to the office of public information,
which sent the interns the very press release that
prompted the inquiry.

Union County is fortunate to have a number of
experienced and talented directors, such as Larry
Caroselli in finance, Chuck Sigmund for parks and
recreation, Frank Guzzo in human services, Joseph
Sharp for Runnells Specialized Hospital and Environ-

mental Health and Emergency Management Director
Ben Langanga. Also, Elizabeth Genievich in adminis-
trative services also serves as deputy county manager.
These professionals are good at discussing policies and
programs with the press and the public.

Union County has many services and policies that
are important to its half-million citizens. Conveying
accurate and complete information to the public is a job
of the press, which also must report on government in
an objective fashion. To do this, access to  department
heads and elected officials is required. Second- and
third-hand information is just not good enough.

We believe all the freeholders should be more in
touch with the public – not just the board chairperson.
In the past, the county held informative press confer-
ences instead of the current “photo-ops.” Residents and
businesses fund the more than $400 million county
budget. They deserve to have access to the profession-
als and elected officials that spend this money.

This year’s Freeholder Chairwoman Bette Jane
Kowalski promises to make county government more
open and to ensure the free flow of information that
matters in the everyday lives of Union County citizens.
Given the stress between the taxpayers and all the
layers of New Jersey government, first-hand informa-
tion transfer is a good start to resolving problems and
improving relationships.

Answers to last week’s arcane words.
1. Spruit – A small stream or creek that

is often dry
2. Pilum – A heavy javelin used by the

Roman infantry
3. Meed – Reward or merit
4. Rumal – A handkerchief

Below are four arcane words, each
with four definitions – only one is correct.
The others are made up. Are you sharp
enough to discern this deception of dic-
tion?

If you can guess one correctly – good
guess. If you get two – well-read indi-
vidual. If you get three – word expert. If
you get all four – You must have a lot of
free time!

All words and correct definitions
come from the board game Diction
Deception.

TITAR
1. Trembling; shaking
2. The gray partridge
3. Enormous; huge
4. A type of ocher or red clay used in

marking sheep
DARQUE

1. Scottish for a day’s work
2. A type of dugout canoe
3. A scar or ulcer underneath the skin of

sheep
4. To be or become dim

PARTAN
1. An exclamation of disgust or

comtempt
2. A large bowl in which fat is burned

by means of a wick
3. Scottish for crab
4. A large basket; a wicker basket for

carrying loads
FRUMENTACEOUS

1. Occurring or growing in small,
woolly or hairy tufts

2. Of or made of cereals
3. Producing smoke or soot
4. Abundant; plentiful

County Tax Blame
Game Continues

When Union County Manager George
Devanney released his executive budget
for 2007, he placed the onus for the 5.7
percent tax hike almost entirely on the
shoulders of the county residents. He is
quoted as saying “the tax increases were
necessary to preserve popular services
that the residents expect.”

It seems as though he was awarding
this year’s top prize in the county’s an-
nual blame game to the hapless taxpay-
ers. I am just a tad confused by the ser-
vices that Mr. Devanney mentions as
contributing to this year’s increase in the
tax levy. He cites Meals on Wheels for
seniors, a prescription drug program, out-
door concerts and the development of
new parks. This is a bit odd.

It is doubtful that Meals on Wheels has
created a major impact on the tax levy and
the program is one that most residents
gladly support as worth every penny. The
mere hint of it being threatened would
have seniors lining up at the polls come
November, not a bad tactic by the incum-
bents. As Sharpe James, the former mayor
of Newark said, “You feed’em – you
lead’em.”

The Prescription Drug program was
presented as having no cost to the taxpay-
ers, as the county was only a conduit for
steering consumers to a company called
Add Health. Since this is at no cost to the
county, it is doubtful that it has increased
the tax levy.

The concerts in the park with VIP tents,
deluxe water closets, catering and alco-
holic beverages have been called an un-
necessary expense. The freeholders ve-
hemently object by saying that sponsors
help defray the costs. How are these events
suddenly impacting the budget?

Regarding the development of new
parks, where did the Open Space Trust
Fund go? Was not this separate tax to be
used for historic preservation, the pur-
chase of land and the development of
recreational facilities? Don’t parks fall
under this category? Didn’t the voters
approve this additional tax on their homes
with this in mind?

Mr. Devanney elaborated that “while
the county looks for efficiencies, the ad-
ministration believes that the residents
also expect services,” which of course is
true. The residents expect the roads to be
in top shape, the parks to be in good
repair, the police to provide law enforce-
ment, the prosecutor to pursue criminals,
the jails to effective.

The taxpayers expect and deserve
county government to look after their
safety, health and welfare. I am sure I am
not alone when I say that VIP commodes
at outdoor concerts are not on the top of
my list of the services I expect.

Patricia Quattrocchi
Garwood
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