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30 YEAR ANNIVERSARY
Karl Gerckens has been creating beautiful kitchens for 30 years

www.craftsmankarl.com • 522 Central Ave., Westfield • 908-377-6761 • email: craftsmankarl@verizon.net
Designing • Installation • Remodeling

Introducing the Claim Satisfaction Guarantee.
I hope you never have a car accident. But if you
do, it’s nice to know you’ll  be happy with your
claim experience. Guaranteed. If not, you’ll get
a  six-month  credit  on  your  premium.  Sound
good? Call me today.

Nelson C. Espeland, LUTCF
(908) 233 6300
 
The Espeland Group
Scotch Plains
nelson@allstate.com

 YOU CAN  
 QUOTE ME
ON THAT

CLAIM SERVICE 
SO GOOD 
IT’S GUARANTEED

Subject to terms, conditions, and availability for a limited time on standard auto policies (and all TX auto
policies).  Premium credit  will  vary  based  upon  vehicle  involved  and  term of  underlying  policy.  ©  2011
Allstate Insurance Company

MAGICAL “TIMES” WITH MICKEY...Jake, Briella and Kapriana Payami of
Scotch Plains were gifted by their grandparents with a voyage on Disney’s cruise
line, “The Magic,” which set sail from New York City this past summer. Mickey
Mouse took some time to strike a pose with The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times!

LEADER IN GERMANY...Thomas and Laura Cagnassola of Westfield take time
to stop and read The Westfield Leader during their summer vacation in
Berchtesgaden, Germany.

degree and $90,830 with a master’s
and 30 credits.

According to Christopher Minks,
chairman of the personnel/negotia-
tions committee, the BOE and the
MEA completed contract negotia-
tions just before the start of the school
year.

During an exclusive interview with
The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times,
Mr. Minks commented extensively
on the agreement. “Obviously, the
biggest point of contention was
money, and whereas we really wanted
to give our teachers the best shot in
the arm and give them as much as
possible, the board is facing a limit,
in terms of our 2-percent cap…and in
the last five years, this board has been
operating in the red, so one of our big
goals…was to bring us back to the
black.”

Mr. Minks continued, “What we
were hamstrung with was operating
within constraints that we have finan-
cially and still giving our teachers as
much as possible, recognizing the great
work they’ve done.”

The term of the new contract will
expire at the end of the school year in
June 2013, a period of less than 10
months. The BOE intends to immedi-
ately begin negotiations for the next
contract.

“Although both sides were endeav-
oring to negotiate and approve a con-
tract that was as long a term as possible,

we were required only by recent case
law to settle the three-year term follow-
ing the expired contact,” Mr. Minks
said. “We ultimately did settle that three-
year term. And that’s principally why
we’re eager to try to start negotiations
right away, so that prior to the expira-
tion of the current contract, we can
have the next three-year term negoti-
ated and finalized, so we don’t have
that two-year lag that we had.”

In other news, the BOE will  release
a survey to be completed by all resi-
dents of Mountainside. There is no
prerequisite for having students attend-
ing schools in the Mountainside school
district.

The survey arose from the board’s
recent strategic planning sessions seek-
ing innovative ideas to improve the
district.

 “We’ve had a couple of sessions
where we’re mapping out our five-year
plan for the district,” stated BOE Presi-
dent James Ruban. “One of the things
we wanted to do was to get the
community’s input, and a lot of the time
we spent…was putting together a sur-
vey that we felt could help [the commu-
nity] give us information that we could
use to plan out what we want to do.”

Consisting of approximately 20 ques-
tions, the survey seeks to anticipate the
evolving needs of the district.

The survey will be released in
multiple formats to ease access to the
public.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Mountainside BOE

for non-unionized county employees
before the county would approve the
college’s 2012 budget. The school is
an non-unionized institution.

Judy Jenkins, a nurse at Runnells
Specialized Hospital in Berkeley
Heights, questioned the board as to
what is being considered for the fu-
ture of the facility. “There are all
kinds of rumors flying around as to
what is going on with the hospital. If
it is being sold, if it’s being merged,
if it’s being closed or whatever. And
we’re like in the dark. Our union
hasn’t told us anything, our nursing
supervisors haven’t told us anything.”

Freeholder Mirabella noted that a
number of areas, such as housekeep-
ing, have been outsourced, and that
an outside study is now being con-
ducted “to give us options on how we
can move forward.” He said the
county will not know what action it
will take until the report is completed.

County Manager Al Faella said the
county would start to have regular
meetings with Runnells’ staff, resi-
dents and their families, “to update
them on what is going on.”

Freeholder Bette Jane Kowalski
said state officials have indicated
that counties should “accept the fact
we are living now in an uncomfort-
able transitional period where many
counties are not going to be able to
afford to run hospitals.”

“We are proud of Runnells; we
want to keep Runnells going,” she
said.

Officials have blamed the current
$10-to-$11-million deficits on lower
reimbursement rates from the state
for Medicare and Medicaid patients,
the bulk of patients at Runnells. The
facility is licensed as a long- and
short-care nursing home as well as a

rehabilitation facility, and provides
hospice care and psychiatric care.

Tina Renna, president of the Union
County Watchdog Association, ques-
tioned if the 44 county employees
receiving a 401 (a) plan from Mu-
tual of America, for which a one-
year contract at $168,562 was ap-
proved Thursday, were under fed-
eral rules not to work on political
campaigns given that their jobs and
benefits are paid through federal
funds. She questioned whether this
would be a violation of the federal
Hatch Act.

“Just because an employee is get-
ting paid by federal funds, does not
automatically mean you are subject
to the Hatch Act,” Freeholder
Sullivan said. He said attached to
federal funding for a position is
whether the funding is subject to the
Hatch Act. “And that goes down to
the individual employee. The county
is not responsible for telling the
employees whether they can partici-
pate in political activities or not.”

County Counsel Robert Barry said
the Hatch Act does not forbid county
employees from “engaging in po-
litical activities.” He said in some
cases employees might be prohib-
ited from running for elective office
based on the actual source of federal
funding for their particular position.

Freeholder Vice-Chairwoman
Linda Carter announced the county
has received a $975,000 matching
grant from the New Jersey Garden
State Preservation Trust for land ac-
quisition through the county’s Open
Space, Recreation, and Historic Pres-
ervation Trust Fund. She said an
additional $900,000 matching grant,
will be awarded to the county for the
Oak Ridge Park project.
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Union County Freeholders

UCPO Welcomes Advocacy
Center for Victims of Abuse

By MARIA A. MEGA
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

ELIZABETH — The Union
County Prosecutor’s Office (UCPO)
on Tuesday unveiled its new, $3-
million, three-story, 11,000-square-
foot Union County Child Advocacy
Center in a former funeral home on
West Jersey Avenue in Elizabeth. It
boasts a welcoming atmosphere for
survivors of sexual abuse.

The prosecutor’s office, New Jer-
sey Division of Child Protection and
Permanency, formerly referred to as
DYFS, jointly investigate over 500
cases a year of child sexual abuse,
physical abuse and maltreatment.
The previous Child Advocacy Cen-
ter received approximately 2,000
visitors annually, including families,
police, teachers and witnesses.

Assistant Prosecutor John
Esmerado greatly labored to make
the dream of a new advocacy center
a success. When the original 1,800-
square foot Child Advocacy Center,
located on Westfield Avenue in Eliza-
beth, could no longer accommodate
the increase in employees and cases,
Mr. Esmerado took action.

“The original center, a converted
Victorian mansion, opened in 1994
under late Prosecutor Andrew
Ruotolo,” Mr. Esmerado stated. “It
had an initial staff of nine ,which
eventually grew to a staff of 15.”

The staff increase made working
space cramped. In 1999, Mr.
Esmerado began considering a
search for greater office space.

By 2002, crimes of this type had
doubled, further pushing him to look
for a new location to service these
sensitive cases. He taught himself
grant writing and ultimately used
this tool to gather funds for the cen-
ter he envisioned.

In the spring of 2010, Union
County entered into a shared-ser-
vices agreement with the Union
County Improvement Authority for
the purposes of financing and man-
aging the construction of the $3-
million project. In addition, The
Friends of the Child Advocacy Cen-
ter, a 501(c)(3), non-profit corpora-
tion, was created to raise additional
funding.

After nearly seven years of search-
ing, the new center was purchased in
August of 2009. The location was
ideal due to its proximity to the
Union County Courthouse and mass
transit.

“The center will employ an ad-
vanced, efficient ‘wrap around’ ser-
vice model that brings together all
existing child- abuse services from
multiple locations to a single loca-
tion,” Union County Prosecutor
Theodore Romankow said. “It will
provide professional assistance to
child-abuse survivors such as inter-
views, intake, medical examination
and mental-health intake evaluation
and counseling.” Mr. Romankow fur-
ther stated that the individuals em-
ployed at the center “offer a lifeline
from this raging sea of evil.”

The Center  will house 26 full-
time staff, including investigators
from the prosecutor’s office and
Division of Child Protection and
Permanency, mental health staff from
Trinitas Regional Medical Center
and nursing staff from Runnells Spe-
cialized Hospital of Union County.

The center will also house six assis-
tant prosecutors and 10 detectives.
It includes rooms for therapy coun-
seling where questioning is consis-
tent to the cognitive development
level of the child. The center also
contains a medical examination
room to assist those subjected to
these crimes rather than having them
exposed to an impersonal emer-
gency-room setting.

The new center also contains a
room filled with interview software.
The software can obtain up to 1,900
hours of recording for cases. Mr.
Esmerado stressed the importance
of the digital recording equipment.
He explained that the center will
conduct forensic interviews.

Forensic interviews have an open-
ended structure and can be used in
the courtroom. The software was
funded by The New Jersey Task
Force for Child Advocacy and Ne-
glect.

The National Children’s Alliance
conducted an on-site audit of the
new center in August of 2012. Union
County was determined to have one
of the healthiest functioning multi-
disciplinary centers of the 180
viewed by the organization.

For Mr. Esmerado, the center is
the culmination of many dedicated
years. His career as a prosecutor
spans 21 years. He has spent 13 of
those 21 years involved with child
advocacy. Mr. Esmerado wanted the
center to provide a home-like envi-
ronment. This is displayed in the
living room like setting on the first
floor of the center.

“One child enjoyed being here so
much that she didn’t want to go
home,” Mr. Esmerado stated. “She
said it felt like her house.”

Hearing this from a young child
proved to Mr. Esmerado that the
center fully provided the welcom-
ing atmosphere he desired. A major
design component of the center is a
mural at the entrance. It translates
the word “welcome” in English,
Spanish, French and Creole. It de-
picts a woman on the left extending
her arms toward the sun on her right.
Mr. Esmerado explained that this
mural signifies what the center sets
out to do, to move survivors from
darkness to light. The welcoming
beauty of it helps a person heal.

“The mural represents the process
of survivors,” Mr. Esmerado stated.
“Abuse affects your body image and
integrity. However, if you can be
exposed to something beautiful, you
feel better about yourself.”

Mr. Romankow believes the cen-
ter is one step in the right direction.
“It is not the final solution for these
children,” he said. “Rather it will be
the first step to help them turn their
young lives in a new direction to
hopefully understand their future is
not bleak, not spiraling into the abyss,
but rather one of hope and promise
in the future.”

As for a step in the right direction,
Mr. Esmerado agreed. He enjoys
being a voice for children and knows
the center will continue to speak out
for child abuse, as well as discuss
ways of prevention. “I like to take
the approach of a civil rights leader,”
he says. “My feet are tired but my
soul is rested. I share that senti-
ment.”

points of consideration, ranging
from sponsorship to organization
and apparel. Commission members
also discussed the quickly ap-
proaching Halloween festivities,
which will include a costume con-
test. Additionally, the commission
began a debate on park improve-
ments, which would be left for an-
other date.

Furthermore, their conversations
pertaining to the major community
events during October displayed
their continual desire to reinforce
recreational involvement among
citizens in the Borough of Fanwood.
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FW Rec.

The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times,
Courage to Reconnect is a non-
profit organization that purports to
represent those residents of both
Scotch Plains and Fanwood who
want to explore merging the towns
by way of the state’s Uniform Con-
solidation and Shared Services Act.
Under this Act, Courage to Recon-
nect has been approved by the
state’s Local Finance Board of the
Department of Community Affairs
(DCA) to form a commission that
will study merging the two towns.

The mayor declared her support
for any initiative that spares
Fanwood residents unnecessary
taxes, but called attention to “grave
issues” surrounding the proposed
study.

The group claims to be “repre-
sentative” of the two municipalities
and to “possess standing to serve as
a community advocate for the con-
solidation proposal.” But council
members expressed doubts con-
cerning CTR-SPF’s accountability
and transparency, as well as its
claims to represent the Fanwood
community.

Although Fanwood has no plans
to finance the study, the council
anticipates that the potentially
three-year study would require a
major investment of time, possi-
bly distracting from efforts that
are already underway to merge the
towns’ police departments.

Fanwood Councilman Kevin
Boris cautioned that while the po-
lice department merger would be
reversible, consolidation, should
it pass in a referendum following
the completion of the study, would
result in irrevocable “marriage
without divorce” for the two towns.

CTR-SPF has no official pres-
ence outside of the study applica-
tion and a petition it circulated to
begin the application process. The
group’s founder and spokesperson,
Fred Lange, is a resident of Scotch
Plains. Five Fanwood signers on
the application comprising the
Fanwood Committee of Petitioners
have not attended the majority of
relevant town meetings nor spoken
publicly about their motivations or
qualifications for advocating con-
solidation, prompting one of the
meeting’s attendees, Paul Maderis
of Fanwood, to dub them the “Five
Phantoms.”

Fanwood Municipal Attorney
Dennis Estis said Fanwood resi-
dents’ reaction to consolidation at
council meetings has been, “over-
whelmingly negative.” Mayor Mahr
said she fears that many Fanwood
residents who signed the original
petition did not understand what
they were endorsing. She said sev-
eral citizens have come forward
admitting as much. Fanwood’s
mayor and council claim they
brought their concerns to the state’s
Local Finance Board, including
their desire to verify that no signa-
tures on the petition were forgeries,
but received no response.

Mayor Mahr pointed out that four
of the study’s 10 commissioners
would be appointed by CTR-SPF,
while only two would be the
Fanwood Council’s appointees. She
stressed that CTR-SPF would not
be required to describe its appoint-
ment process, nor to reveal the
sources of the study’s funding.

Resident David Hale echoed
Mayor Mahr’s misgivings, saying
that while government is account-
able to voters, CTR-SPF is not.

Other residents voiced apprehen-
sions that consolidation would result
in unplanned expenses, perhaps in
the form of building projects or costs
associated with necessary property
reassessments, or that it would result
in a loss of distinctive Fanwood spirit.
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Fanwood Council
“Any penny saved, and there

probably wouldn’t be any, wouldn’t
be worth it,” pronounced longtime
Fanwood resident and Scotch Plains
native Paul Ibanez.

The options at this point, accord-
ing to Mr. Estis, are to continue
with the study or to appeal the state’s
Local Finance Board’s decision
with New Jersey’s Appellate Court.
To appeal would cost taxpayers ap-
proximately $20,000. An appeal
would have to be filed by Saturday,
October 27. The council will not
come to a decision as to whether or
not an appeal is warranted until the
next public meeting on Tuesday,
October 16, officials said.

If the commission makes a de-
termination that a merger is a good
idea, the question of consolidation
would be put directly to the public
via a referendum on the November
2013 ballot.

Another source of confusion was
the use of the terms “consolida-
tion” and “shared services” in the
context of the proposed commis-
sion study. One resident explained
that, prior to attending Tuesday’s
meeting, he thought “consolida-
tion” and “shared services” were
one and the same. The mayor ex-
plained that “shared services” is
the merging of select town func-
tions with Scotch Plains, such as
education, while still retaining
Fanwood as a borough, whereas
“consolidation” would merge the
two towns in their entity such that
Fanwood would no longer exist.

 When discussing this, Mayor
Mahr said, “We studied [consolida-
tion] back in 2009 in a comprehen-
sive report and from our point of
view, we believe that shared ser-
vices and not consolidation is the
route to go.”

One resident started the discus-
sion with the question, “What is the
harm if there is a funded study and
we get information and we’re able
to decide if we are in or not?” In
response, there was a litany of pub-
lic comments. Residents speaking
out against the proposed commis-
sion study questioned why a non-
profit organization, whose mem-
bers were not elected by the voters,
should be able to impose a study
that is arguably redundant of the
efforts made in 2009.

Furthermore, there were concerns
about the qualifications of those
individuals who would be conduct-
ing the study and whether the pro-
cess would be transparent enough
so that voters could have faith in the
study’s outcome. A few residents
were less hostile to the idea, ex-
pressing the sentiment that they
would like to see the results of such
a study to see if a merger makes
sense.

The mayor and council said they
anticipate that more meetings will
be scheduled to further discuss
Courage to Reconnect’s consolida-
tion efforts.


