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Home Values Have Dropped:
Shouldn’t Property Taxes?

James M. Foerst

SCOTCH PLAINS – Is a property
tax appeal right for you?

In the last five years, home values
in Union County have dropped dra-
matically. As the real es-
tate market is depreciat-
ing, your property taxes
have been increasing. As
a taxpayer, you have the
right to appeal your prop-
erty-tax assessment as a
means to reduce your real
estate tax obligations. As
a taxpayer considering an
appeal, you should un-
derstand that you must
prove that your home’s
assessed value is legally
“unreasonable.” With a
successful tax appeal, your lowered
tax assessment will be set for three
years, which can amount to consider-
able savings. The best way to suc-
ceed in appealing your taxes is to
present your claim to the courts
through expert tax and legal counsel
with local knowledge.

James M. Foerst is the principal of

Spector Foerst & Associates and has
been assisting families with real es-
tate and tax issues for more than a
decade in our local community. Mr.

Foerst brings with him
his experience with local
government and the mu-
nicipal budget process.

Save money in this
economy. Make the sale
of your home more at-
tractive. Reduce the long-
term expenses associated
with your home. Make it
more affordable to stay
in your house. All with
lower property taxes.

Tax appeals must be
filed by April 1. For more

information about tax appeals, visit
www.spectorfoerst.com and com-
plete the complimentary assessment
form to see if you can save money on
your taxes, or get started with a free
consultation by calling James M.
Foerst at (908) 322-4886.
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Greg Ryan for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
MEDIA FRENZY…The media lined area streets early Sunday morning prior to
Whitney Houston’s interment at Fairview Cemetery in Westfield. News trucks
arrived by 5:30 a.m. and were broadcasting live feeds starting at approximately
7 a.m.

Benjamin B. Corbin for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
PROGRESS….Due to good weather, construction progress is moving along
quickly in the rebuilding of Ferraro’s Restaurant in Westfield, with hopes of
opening in May.

Greg Ryan for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
PRIVATE AFFAIR…The Westfield police, along with Union County police,
line the sidewalks along Broad Street and Gallows Hill Road to keep specta-
tors and fans out of Fairview Cemetery for Whitney Houston’s private
interment.

Benjamin B. Corbin for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
SPACEOUS….The Fanwood Crossing development at the corner of Martine and
LaGrande Avenues will have plenty of room for business to come to town. The
project will be completed by late spring, early summer.

Wayne Baker for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
NEW LEADERSHIP…The Rahway Valley Sewerage Authority (RVSA) elected
its new officers last week. Pictured, left to right, are: Garwood Commissioner
Stephen Greet, new board chairman and Kenilworth Commissioner Richard
LoForte, RVSA Office Administrator Joanne Grimes, new board Vice-Chair-
man and Mountainside Commissioner Rene Dierkes and Rahway Commissioner
Randall Hering. See story on page 3.

Christina Hinke for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
MILLIONS IN DAMAGE…Former Cranford Mayor Dan Aschenbach ex-
plains the millions of dollars in losses incurred in Union County from
Hurricane Irene during a meeting of the Mayors’ Council on Rahway River
Watershed Flood Control held last Wednesday at the Cranford Community
Center. See story page 2.

Photo Review (left to right)

Greg Ryan for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
FINAL GOODBYE…News crews talk to fans of Whitney Houston who line the
streets on Sunday to say their final goodbye to the singer who was buried at
Fairview Cemetery in Westfield.

Westfield, Mountainside
Burglary Alert

AREA — The Mountainside Po-
lice Department is investigating three
residential burglaries that occurred
in the Orchard Road area on Febru-
ary 21 at approximately 6:30 p.m.
Anyone having information that may
assist detectives in this investigation
is asked to contact the detective bu-
reau at (908) 232-8100.

An additional burglary occurred in
Westfield at approximately 5:30 p.m.
in the Lawrence Avenue area. All
residents observing any suspicious
vehicles or persons in their neighbor-
hood are asked to call police head-
quarters at (908) 232-8100 immedi-
ately.

got word from a colleague in Newark
that the cars were lined up and ready
to leave the Whigham Funeral Home.
Soon there were helicopters and a
small plane circling over the cem-
etery. Someone heard a policeman
say the cortege was taking the Gar-
den State Parkway, and taking Exit
138 to Kenilworth to the Boulevard
to Springfield Avenue and over to
East Broad Street.

Soon the procession was in sight,
led by six motorcycles, followed by
the golden hearse, a flower car, two
golden limousines and two black
limousines, which were followed
by six private cars. Once the cars
entered the cemetery, the media
started packing up their cameras,
tripods, step stools, boom micro-
phones, cables and wires. Some TV
reporters were taping their wrap-
ups, summing up the life and death
of Whitney Houston, reporting for
Fox 5, News 12 New Jersey, etc.
Some of the saddened fans started
to walk away.

An hour passed, and one car left
the cemetery. The woman driver
rolled down the window, waved and
thanked the people still standing
there. Then Mrs. Whigham, driving
the hearse, rolled down her window
and thanked the people for coming.
One by one, the limousines and cars
left the cemetery.
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Houston

would never really have a dramatic
impact on the school population,”
she said regarding concerns over in-
creased student enrollment in the
Scotch Plains-Fanwood Public
Schools. “What we are seeing so far
is single individuals and young
couples” and single parents.

Moving forward, the mayor said
the planning board would look at
changing some of the borough’s “out-
dated zoning regulations” westbound
along South Avenue from Sheelen’s
Crossing to Terrill Road, saying the
current light industrial zone would
be rezoned to attract mixed-use de-
velopments in the future.

“The planning board is really go-
ing to start to look at what we can do
to change some of the zoning that’s
there that would still allow the types
of businesses that are there now, like
the Mattress Factory, like K-9
(Resorts)…that have sort of a more
commercial retail look, but also make
it a little bit more business-friendly
for people who want to do retail or
residential (mixed-use), which isn’t
really (currently) permitted,” Mayor
Mahr said.

“As you come into Fanwood from
all directions, we want to be able to
see the best face for the town,” Mayor
Mahr said.

Another big item on her agenda is
merging of the Fanwood and Scotch
Plains police departments, noting that
police is the biggest line item in both
municipalities’ budgets. Mayor Mahr
said she wants to stay focused on
merging the police departments be-
fore starting a separate discussion on
a consolidation of the two towns, a
study that Scotch Plains is moving
forward on.

“[The] cry to consolidate [the two
towns], I haven’t heard it,” Mayor
Mahr said. “I have heard the cry for
property-tax relief, I have heard the
cry to continue on with merging po-
lice departments,” the mayor said.

She said she believes merging po-
lice would create “greater efficiency”
while “providing an opportunity for
greater coverage” and also “diversi-
fying police techniques through more
community policing.” She said she
wants a combined department that
“ensures our town’s safety and at a
cost that we can afford” by saving
money on manpower, equipment, etc.

The mayor said 20 percent of the
$10,000 average borough property-
tax bill is for municipal services. She
said school taxes account for 60 per-
cent of taxes. Mayor Mahr said the
police department accounts for a third
of the Fanwood municipal budget.

A committee of representatives of
both towns, including Mayor Mahr
and Scotch Plains Mayor Nancy
Malool, met in January to discuss the
police merger. Mayor Mahr said she
is looking to have a community meet-
ing for Fanwood residents on merg-
ing the police departments sometime
in March or April. She said she be-
lieves the police department merger
could be completed in 18 months.

Fanwood Police Chief Richard
Trigo said it would be up to the two
police benevolent associations
(PBAs) to hammer out differences in
the union contracts of the PBAs.
Scotch Plains is under civil service
restrictions while Fanwood is not.

“I think it (police merger) can en-
hance services that we can bring to
our residents,” Chief Trigo said.
“(Scotch Plains Police) Chief (Brian)
Mahoney and myself would be re-
sponsible for carrying out that task,
and make it go as smooth as pos-
sible.”

Chief Trigo said there are a “lot of
retirements” coming over the next
four to five years within the Fanwood
Police Department, so, “Now would
be the opportune time (for Fanwood)
to make that leap” of merging the
departments, noting that savings
would be achieved through attrition
and not layoffs.

Mayor Mahr also said the borough
is looking at making “some signifi-
cant improvements” in the flood-
prone areas of Glenwood Avenue and
Shady Lane. She said zero-percent
financing is available through the
state’s Environmental Infrastructure
Trust Fund for flood-control and
drainage-remediation projects. She
said the borough is looking to do the
improvements over the next few
years, “so we can spread out the costs.”

The borough also is looking to
continue improvements to its parks,
with a passive walking path along-
side the inside perimeter and ball
field irrigation enhancements planned
at Forest Road Park.
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Mahr Sets Future Goals
Plains-Fanwood residents paid $51.8
million in income taxes last year, or
$1,686 per resident, while Asbury
Park paid $3.8 million, or $326 per
resident — a fifth as much. Yet,
Asbury Park, with less than half the
number of students, received $57.6
million in state education aid last
year, or $24,885 per student, while
Scotch Plains-Fanwood received $2.2
million, or $400 per student. “That’s
62 times as much that Asbury Park
gets,” Mr. Doherty said.

“We’ve been dumping all of this
money in for decades,” Mr. Doherty
said, “but where would you rather
educate your children?” He pointed
out the difference in the Newark
school district, where tuition at the
private Robert Treat Academy is about
$10,000 per year, versus per-student
funding of more than twice that level
in the public schools, which have
low graduation rates. “Let’s stop
funding failure,” he said.

He said that under his proposal,
state aid to boards of education
would be equalized at $7,481 per
student, resulting in state aid to the
local board of education of about
$41.1 million, a $38-million in-
crease from current levels. And, he
added, that hike in state assistance
would lead to a cut in local property
taxes as well. “Eighty-five percent
of school districts will receive an
increase in state aid,” Mr. Doherty
said, while admitting that some dis-
tricts, mostly troubled “Abbott” dis-
tricts, would see their levels de-
crease. “This is the only way to
bring sanity and reason back to New
Jersey.”

Earlier in his presentation, Mr.
Doherty showed the complex for-
mulas used to dole out state aid and
also pointed out the abuses that
have occurred in some districts that
allowed them to gain far more state
funding than they were eligible to
receive. “There’s corruption in our
system,” he stated.

Last month, the township council
unanimously approved a resolution
expressing support for Mr.
Doherty’s legislation, and on Tues-
day night, their comments after his
presentation were mostly support-
ive.

Mayor Nancy Malool asked Mr.
Doherty about the chances of en-
actment and he told her that “given

the facts, the people will make the
change” and demand that their leg-
islators act. He told Councilman
Michael Marcus that some tinker-
ing with the precise amounts of aid
would probably be necessary to ac-
count for special education and spe-
cial-needs students.

Councilman William Vastine, not-
ing that neighboring Plainfield re-
ceives about $100 million in aid
while sporting a 40-percent gradu-
ation rate, said that “crimes are be-
ing committed against these kids.”
Councilman Kevin Glover, saying
that there is a “dire need” to make
changes in the funding system, said
the Doherty plan “appears too good
to be true” and asked for a “real
bipartisan effort” to flesh out some
of the details, such as special-needs
funding. Deputy Mayor Mary
DePaola called the presentation
“very informative — and horrify-
ing at the same time.”

Sen. Doherty, who said his bill
would likely not be considered un-
til next year, called on residents to
speak about his proposal to their
local legislators.
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Scotch Plains Council
lice merger plans being discussed
“don’t include any layoffs” and “any
reduction in [police] staff would come
through attrition.”

Looking ahead, Mayor Mahr said,
“My goal and my push right now is to
get back to the table with Scotch
Plains.”

With the next meeting planned for
next week, the mayor added, “There’s
no obstacle [to a merged police de-
partment] in front of us that is so high
that we cannot get over.”

In other business, Borough Engi-
neer Dominic Carrino and his staff
conducted a presentation about plans
for flood control work in the
Glenwood Road and Tillotson Road
neighborhoods.

The borough plans to apply by
Thursday, March 15, for low-interest
financing from the New Jersey Envi-
ronmental Infrastructure Trust Fund
to pay for the long-talked-about
project.

Mr. Carrino estimated the project’s
total price tag at about $2.2 million,
with $2 million for construction and
about $200,000 for required prop-
erty easements.

The project would involve replac-
ing old underground pipes with new,
larger ones to move more water away
and also create “underground stor-
age” to ease and minimize surface
flooding problems that have plagued
the neighborhoods for decades, Mr.
Carrino said.

With the Trust Fund staking a 20-
year bond at zero-percent interest for
75 percent of the cost and the remain-
ing 25 percent at “market rate,” Mr.
Carrino said the financing “is virtu-
ally free money.”

In addition, Mayor Mahr pointed
out that the project would have “no
implications in this year’s budget”
and the first interest payment would
not come due until 2013, about a year
before the borough expects to retire
other debt.

The mayor added that this is “an
attractive time to do this” project.

Councilwoman Katherine Mitchell
agreed. “This seems like a win-win
situation to me,” she said.

Ms. Mitchell indicated the flood-
control issue has come up multiple
times in the past, but that the borough
did not have the money.

Borough Attorney Dennis Estis
asked about the possibility of being
denied financing by the Trust Fund.

Mr. Carrino responded, “They have
this money; they want to lend it out.”

Councilman Robert Manduca
asked whether there would be “any
strings attached,” such as land-use
restrictions, if the borough were to
receive financing.

Mr. Carrino said there would be no
such restrictions or conditions.

The governing body then autho-
rized the borough’s engineering firm
to apply for the funding and prepare
the required paperwork leading up to
construction plans.

Mr. Carrino indicated construction
plans would be completed this sum-
mer, incorporating a 2007 grant-
funded study documenting flooding

problems and how to correct them.
Mr. Carrino explained that the bor-

ough would likely go out to bid on the
project in September, award a con-
tract in December and begin con-
struction about a year from now; the
job would take at least nine months to
complete.

During public comments, resident
Joe Nagy asked about the availability
of any remaining funds secured a few
years ago through former Rep. Mike
Ferguson for a flood-control study
and remediation in this same part of
town.

Borough Administrator Eleanor
McGovern indicated she would check
records to determine if any of that
funding is left; borough officials said
the money Mr. Nagy referenced was
used for the study and perhaps some
drainage improvements.

In other business, the governing
body briefly discussed a timeline for
the municipal budget.

According to Mr. Tomkins, the
borough expects to introduce its new
spending plan in March and adopt it
in April.

Compared to previous budget sea-
sons, Mr. Tomkins said municipali-
ties this year would know their level
of state aid earlier. He also said the
borough is “not expecting” a cut in
state funding this year.

During committee reports, Coun-
cilman Mike Szuch noted that a rec-
reation commission subcommittee
has been formed to assist in the de-
velopment of a five-year parks mas-
ter plan.

Mr. Szuch said residents also will
notice that the new pavilion at
LaGrande Park is up and “looks fabu-
lous.”

“We’re going to see a ton of use out
of it,” said the councilman.

The governing body also honored
longtime residents Phillip and Nancy
D’Ambrosio as the borough’s volun-
teers-of-the-month.

Mrs. D’Ambrosio has been a res-
cue squad EMT and trainer since
1973, and Mr. D’Ambrosio joined
the fire department in 1974.

“You never know who’s living next
to you and all the good things they
have done,” said Mayor Mahr in hon-
oring the couple.
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Fanwood Council

sponded.
According to

atlanticambulance.org, CenCom
was established in September 1981
and “served as the model upon
which the State of New Jersey’s
Emergency Medical Services re-
gional communication system was
based.”

In other business, Deputy Union
County Clerk Nicole DiRado said
as of February 16, 18 of 19 Union
County school districts had opted
to move their school elections from
April to the General Election date,
Tuesday, November 6, with Hill-
side as the only district that had not
acted.

Hillside Board of Education Busi-
ness Administrator Kenneth
Weinheimer told The Westfield
Leader on Friday that Hillside voted
Thursday to move its election to
November as well. “It was a num-
ber of factors,” he said. “The board
felt it was the best for the children.”

Board of Elections Administra-
tor Dennis Kobitz told The Leader
that he told Hillside officials that
their cost would have multiplied by
20 if their election stayed in April,
as Hillside’s was the only district
that had not moved to November.
He said costs, such as English- and
Spanish-language legal advertising
in two different newspapers, as well
as overtime costs for Board of Elec-
tions workers, would have been the
sole responsibility of Hillside.

According to the New Jersey
School Boards Association, 402 dis-
tricts, or 74 percent, of the 538
school districts in the state that have
budget elections have elected to
move the contests to November.
Under legislation signed by Gover-
nor Chris Christie, districts that
move to November and which stay
within the 2-percent cap on school
tax levy increases will not have
budgets on the election ballot.

Districts that exceed the 2-per-
cent cap or which hold elections in
April will still have to have their
budgets on the school election bal-
lot.

In other news, Garwood
Councilman James Mathieu is set
to be appointed to the Union
County Air Traffic and Noise
Advisory Board for a term ending
December 31, 2012. He also will
be named to the Union County
Transportation Advisory Board
along with Westfield representa-
tive John Morgan and Westfield
alternate member George
Lanzano.
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Freeholders
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