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Freeholders to Hire Architect
For County Fire Academy

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

COUNTY – The Union County
Board of Chosen Freeholders will vote
tonight to hire an architect to develop a
design for the reconstruction of the
county’s fire academy in Elizabeth.

The board will vote to hire Netta
Architects of Springfield at a cost of
$18,500. Freeholder Al Mirabella said
plans for an expanded academy, lo-
cated at 700 Lower Road in the
Tremley Point section of Linden, in-
clude office space, classrooms and a
multi-faceted room. The facility cur-
rently uses portable classrooms for
firefighter training courses.

“[The Netta contract] gets the ball
rolling,” Mr. Mirabella said.

The board extended its lease on the
academy with the City of Linden last
December through 2030 after a com-
mittee of county officials and fire
chiefs, representing both paid and
volunteer fire departments in the
county, were unsuccessful in finding
another location for the academy.

The academy includes a building
used to simulate real-life fires as train-
ing exercises for firefighters.

“A lot of counties use gas for their
fires. We use hay [for a more] realistic
experience being in the fire and
smoke,” Mr. Mirabella said.

He said the academy might have to
close for construction between the
spring and fall classes. Most of the 21
towns in the county utilize the facil-
ity, with the exception of Elizabeth,
which has its own training facility.

The board will also vote tonight on
a resolution to enter into an agreement
with the U.S. Department of the Inte-
rior, division of U.S. Geological Sur-
vey, for a flood-monitoring system in
the lower Rahway River basin, which
includes Rahway, Kenilworth and
Springfield. The county would pay
$12,440; the federal government would
pay the remaining $10,000.

Thomas Mineo, the county engi-
neer, told The Westfield Leader and
The Times that county employees use
the system to review the intensity of a
storm or flood.

The freeholders will also vote to
accept a $4-million grant from the
U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) to con-
tinue the county’s efforts to reduce
health hazards from lead-based paint
in low-income residential properties.

According to a county press re-
lease issued in September, the HUD
grant would expand the county’s ex-
isting $1-million program to include
training for contractors and workers

to reduce exposure to lead-based paint
at work sites. The county would ap-
propriate $1 million in addition to the
$4-million federal grant.

At last week’s agenda meeting,
County Clerk Joanne Rajoppi re-
quested three resolutions to enter into
contracts totaling $233,687 for the
printing of ballots for the New Jersey
Presidential Primary, to be held on
February 5 of next year.

The resolutions include a $19,687
contract to Oakland, Calif.-based Se-
quoia Voting Systems, Inc. for the
county to utilize its WinEds election-
management software, $26,000 to B&B
Press, Inc. of Somerville to print absen-
tee ballots, $170,000 to West New York-
based Royal Printing Services to print
election ballots and $18,000 to Full
Service Mailers of Garfield to mail
ballots to county residents.

Ms. Rajoppi said the cost to print
ballots has increased because 16 of
the 21 towns in the county have vot-
ing districts that now require bilin-
gual ballots printed in English and
Spanish under a new surname analy-
sis completed by the state. In addi-
tion, bilingual poll workers are re-
quired at each of these districts.

The county clerk said in a phone
interview Friday that the county had
been printing bilingual ballots town-
wide in Elizabeth, Plainfield, Union,
Hillside, Rahway, Roselle and Roselle
Park. Under the new state analysis, the
county must add to that list 32 districts
covering parts of Berkeley Heights,
Clark, Cranford, Fanwood,
Kenilworth, Scotch Plains, Summit
and Westfield. Ms. Rajoppi said one
district each in Westfield and Fanwood
and three districts in Scotch Plains
would require bilingual ballots.

“This is a federal law. It is not my
law,” Ms. Rajoppi said.

The county will enter into an inter-
local agreement with Summit to pro-
vide information technology and sup-
port services. Al Faella, director of
economic development, said Summit
would save $65,000 by having the
county do the service, as opposed to
continuing to outsource the contract.

Kathy Villaggio, who heads the
county’s bureau of data processing and
telecommunications, said the city used
to pay $1,500 per month for the service.

“We agreed to host a specific applica-
tion that the City of Summit is currently
outsourcing and paying for. The county
is not charging them to host this applica-
tion, which is for asset-management.
We are also providing Summit with
access to our system via a web inter-
face,” Ms. Villaggio said in an e-mail.

WE WILL NEVER FORGET… Union County Sheriff Ralph Froehlich, second from
left, thanks Joan Fiumefreddo of Manalapan and Don Palisay, second from right, of
the Sal Fiumefreddo Memorial Foundation for their $4,500 donation to be used to
purchase a new dog for the Union County Sheriff’s K-9 Search and Rescue Unit. Ms.
Fiumefreddo’s husband, Salvatore Fiumefreddo, was killed in the terrorist attack on
the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001. She made the donation in his
memory. Mr. Palisay, a retired New York-New Jersey Port Authority police officer,
is Mr. Fiumefreddo ’s brother. Also pictured are Sergeants Brian Howarth, left, and
John Gillespie from the K-9 unit.

Obama Sets Up New Jersey
Campaign Operation

By PAUL J. PEYTON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

AREA – U.S. Senator Barack
Obama’s (D-Ill.) Presidential campaign
representatives last week said they are
setting up operation in New Jersey.

David Plouffe, national campaign
manager for Mr. Obama, said during an
October 16 conference call with report-
ers, including The Westfield Leader/
Times, that the results of the early states
– Iowa, New Hampshire, Nevada and
South Carolina – “will deeply impact
what happens later in the calendar.”

“New Jersey is clearly going to play
a very important role,” Mr. Plouffe
said. “We’re taking the next step in
New Jersey to put a formal staff and
operation on the ground to help build
the campaign at the grass-roots level.”

Mr. Plouffe said Obama’s contin-
gent will deploy staffers at the
campaign’s Chicago headquarters to
the states that will hold primaries on
February 5, including California,
Colorado, Missouri, Minnesota,
Georgia, New Jersey and New York.

The campaign held what he de-
scribed as a “low-dollar” $25-per-
person fundraiser in Newark on Mon-
day hosted by Newark Mayor Cory
Booker. Tickets for students and se-
niors were $15. He said the goal of
these events is “to have a huge crowd
of people committed to the campaign.”

“We’re thrilled about our prospects
in New Jersey. We think that New

Jersey is going to be a critical part of
the nomination scenario, and we are
committed to building a successful
and winning campaign in New Jer-
sey,” Mr. Plouffe said.

Mark Alexander of Montclair, the
campaign’s New Jersey coordinator,
said the campaign would open its head-
quarters in West Orange this week.

He said, per a Montclair University
student reporter’s question, the cam-
paign would be “mobilizing and ener-
gizing students all around the state” to
volunteer and support the campaign.

When The Leader/Times asked about
the Obama campaign’s chances, given
the state’s proximity to rival Senator
Hillary Clinton’s home state, New York,
Mr. Plouffe said the campaign has a
“terrific foundation” in New Jersey.

“We as a campaign believe that
national polls are irrelevant,” he said,
adding that voters in the early pri-
mary states “aren’t really engaged” at
this point in the campaign.

Mr. Plouffe said Mrs. Clinton has
received an early lead based on name
recognition as a former First Lady and
senator. But, he said, he expects Mr.
Obama to pick up support as the early
states hold caucuses and primaries and
be “highly competitive” in New Jersey.

“We certainly believe that New Jer-
sey is a place that we can succeed in,”
he said. “Our plan here is to develop
and build a winning campaign…We
feel very good about our prospects.”

Hat Bandit Hero Reaps $10G
Reward for Providing Tip

COUNTY – Steven Gomez, the
21-year-old bank teller who provided
the clue that caught the “Hat Bandit”
serial bank robber, received $10,000
in reward money last week. Mr.
Gomez was honored at a ceremony
held at the Union County Prosecutor’s
Office at which he received praise
and monetary rewards from five sepa-
rate sources.

Union County Prosecutor
Theodore Romankow organized the
event in recognition of the role Mr.
Gomez played in the apprehension
of James Madison, aka. the “Hat
Bandit.” Morris County Prosecutor
Robert Bianchi, the Sheriffs of
Union, Morris and Essex Counties,
representatives of the FBI, Com-
merce Bank and multi-county
Crimestoppers organizations joined
him.

Answering questions from the news
media, Mr. Gomez said he didn’t con-
sider himself a hero. “The people on
9/11 were heroes,” he said. “I just did
the right thing.”

On July 22, the Hat Bandit walked
into the Bank of America in Union
Township. He walked up to a teller
and demanded money, implying that
someone could get hurt if his de-
mand wasn’t met. Mr. Gomez, the
teller who found himself facing the
robber, handed him $3,000 and
watched him “power-walk” out the
door.

When the bandit disappeared from
view, Mr. Gomez followed him. He
saw the robber walk down an alley
toward the parking lot, so Mr. Gomez
took a shortcut to the parking area
while taking off his red Bank of
America uniform shirt so that he was
less noticeable.

He hid behind a car in the parking
lot until the getaway car, a 2001
black Nissan Altima, was close
enough for him to see the license-
plate number.

Law-enforcement authorities had

been alerted to the use of an Altima in
prior robberies. Until July 22, they
had been methodically working their
way through the 28,000 similar black
Altima’s registered in New Jersey.
Within hours of Mr. Gomez’s call,
James Madison was in custody, end-
ing his yearlong spate of 19 bank
robberies in Union, Morris, Essex
and Middlesex counties. Thirteen of
those robberies were of Commerce
Banks.

On September 11, Madison pled
guilty in federal court to six of the
robberies and admitted to stealing
almost $81,000. He faces up to 11
years in federal prison when he is
sentenced on December 18.

Mr. Gomez is a student at Rutgers
University studying business and fi-
nance.

Mr. Gomez lives in Union County
with his father, Luis Gomez, a truck
driver, his step-mother, Gilda Gomez,
a factory worker, and his sister,
Alexandra, a graduate of Montclair
State University. He and his sister
grew up in Newark.

According to an October 16 article
on nj.com, Mr. Gomez said his em-
ployer told him he had to forfeit the
job if he took the money publicly. Mr.
Gomez said he chose to leave the
bank and portrayed his departure as a
forced resignation rather than being
fired.

He hopes to have a future in law
enforcement. In recognition of his
actions, he received five separate mon-
etary rewards – $1,000 each from the
Union County, Morris County and
Essex County Crimestoppers, $2,000
from Commerce Bank and $5,000
from the FBI.

The policy of all Crimestoppers
programs is to maintain strict confi-
dentiality, only revealing the name of
an individual with his or her permis-
sion, as Mr. Gomez gave.

To provide a crime tip in Union
County, call (908) 654-TIPS.

 elections are coming...

           candidate bios.
           major campaign issues.
           polling places.

information is power, and it’s all available at goleader.com.
look for our special election issue, hitting newsstands next week.


