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Tensions Mount Over
Cranford Reimagining Plan

By ROBYN ORR-GIOFFRE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

CRANFORD — Tensions rose
quickly at Monday’s board of edu-
cation (BOE) meeting when the
discussion turned to the
Reimagining plan that has been
proposed by Superintendent
Scott Rubin, Ed.D., and the
Cranford BOE.

Tom Byrne, a resident and par-
ent to two school-age children,
stood to address the board in
relation to campaign contribu-
tions by Leadership for Educa-
tional Equity in the amount of
$6,543.17 made during what Mr.
Byrne described as a “pivotal
school-board race” in 2016, from
what he called “a national inter-
est specialty group.”

“What is the quid pro quo for
this donation and support from a
national special-interest group
in our little town of Cranford,
New Jersey?” Mr. Byrne asked
the board.

“What is the board now be-
holden to when as we think about
this Reimagining plan?” and “are
our tax dollars supporting the
agenda of a D.C. special-interest
group so that a campaign prom-
ise may be made good upon?”
Mr. Byrne further inquired.

Board member Nicole Sherrin
Kessler acknowledged that she
was the board member who re-
ceived the contribution from the
Leadership for Educational Eq-
uity.

Ms. Kessler expressed grati-
tude for the opportunity to ad-
dress the issue. She acknowl-
edged her connection with Teach
America as both an alumna and
teacher, and further commented
that she was honored to earn an
award as National Teacher of the
Year in her role as a teacher for
Teach America.

Ms. Kessler went on to relay
information about an extensive

career in education and told Mr.
Byrne, “with each and every role,
equity and doing right by every
single one of those students has
been at the heart of what I am
about.”

“There were no promises
made,” Ms. Kessler assured Mr.
Byrne, and further commented
that she was selected for this
“grant” because of the work she
has done with children. She told
her audience she was “very
proud” she had been given the
honor of receiving this grant.

Referring to the Reimagining
plan, Board Vice-President Lisa
Carbone reminded the audience
“this board cannot make a deci-
sion without the community.”

Board member Patrick Lynch
commented that “times change;
we need to evaluate what’s the
best for the town and the chil-
dren.”

Cranford resident Bill Lapenta
addressed the board with con-
cerns about the Reimagining plan
and expressed frustration over
not having a “detailed document”
of the plan available for public
viewing.

“We have that information in
preliminary form,” Superinten-
dent Rubin assured Mr. Lapenta.
Mr. Rubin further commented,
“We need to have the conversa-
tion with the community to move
forward.”

By MICHAEL BONACCORSO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader

GARWOOD – After public dis-
cussion and input from Garwood
Police Chief James Wright and
public commentary, the borough
council decided not to move for-
ward with proposing a similar
resolution or following Jackson
Township’s resolution, which
would declare Garwood a non-
sanctuary city. Councilwoman
Ileen Cuccaro stated she had
provided a copy of Jackson
Township’s resolution for council
members to review, allowing a
subsequent resolution to be
crafted pertaining to Garwood.

Chief Wright said proposing a
resolution supporting Garwood
as a sanctuary city or a resolu-
tion declaring Garwood a non-
sanctuary city “would not effect
how our jobs are performed.”
The borough’s police department
strictly adheres to policy and pro-
cedures set forth by the Union
County Prosecutor’s Office and
the New Jersey Attorney
General’s Office, stated Chief
Wright.

Councilman-elect Michael Ince
said Garwood as a municipality
and even the state’s status as a
“sanctuary state” or city does
not impede nor limit the federal
government’s enforcement of
federal law. Mr. Ince defined a
sanctuary city as a “local govern-
ment refusing to assist the fed-
eral authorities in their enforce-
ment of immigration policy.”

“If Immigration Customs En-
forcement (ICE) wants to en-
force immigration law in
Garwood, or any state or com-
munity, it can. Federal enforce-
ment does not have to ask for
permission or assistance to en-
force federal law, although they
often request it,” he said.

Mr. Ince said a sanctuary city
status could put police at odds
with federal authorities. “This is
not something we want to see,”

he said.
The federal government has

the “power of purse” and could
cut funding to any state or local
government “refusing to adhere
to federal law,” Mr. Ince stated.

Although it has been proposed
for legislation, New Jersey has
not been approved as a “sanctu-
ary state” by the State Legisla-
ture, Mr. Ince said.

“Personally, I have my doubts
(New Jersey becomes a sanctu-
ary state), especially as it relates
to federal funding,” Mr. Ince said.

Councilwoman Stephanie
Bianco said she would not sup-
port a resolution declaring
Garwood a “non-sanctuary city”
after discussing the resolution
with Chief Wright.

Ms. Bianco said Chief Wright’s
discussion about how the resolu-
tion would not change actual
policing procedures, but would
be merely “symbolic,” changed
her opinion on the need for the
resolution.

In other business, Councilman
Richard McCormick stated that
the New Jersey legislation legal-
izing recreational marijuana
throughout the state as well as
within the borough would have
negative impacts on “the youth”
and “non-users.”

“A tax form? This is what this
has come to? Is that what life is
about?” said Mr. McCormick, criti-
cizing the state’s need for con-
tinuous revenue described as
“never enough.”

“I was 17 once, too. This is on
the record. I tried marijuana,”
Mr. McCormick stated. “For many
of my friends, it was never
enough. I watched my friends
continue and constantly seek the
next big high (different drugs),”
Mr. McCormick said.

Mr. McCormick said he won-
ders how state legislators “can
sleep at night” knowing a “stoned
or high driver” will kill an inno-
cent person, acknowledging al-

cohol and driving does not mix
well with protecting innocent driv-
ers and neither will drugs and
driving when considering the in-
nocent pedestrians. He said his
views on recreational marijuana
were the views of a concerned
councilman, grandfather and fa-
ther.

In a separate discussion, Steven
Blaufeder, chairman of the
Garwood Republican Party, ques-
tioned “why there is no longer a
nativity scene outside municipal
hall” on display during the holi-
day season.

“I’m Jewish. This is not an anti-
Semitic rant. I don’t feel it is right
to have a menorah, but not a
nativity scene,” Mr. Blaufeder
said.

Borough Attorney Bob Renaud
stated that, “many years ago,
the United States Supreme Court
ruled a Christmas tree and the
menorah are not religious sym-
bols.” Mr. Renaud said, in his
opinion and from his religion stud-
ies, the “Christmas tree was origi-
nally a religious symbol.”

Mr. Blaufeder stated that “there
is a blessing involved when light-
ing the menorah,” solidifying the
menorah as a religious symbol.

Councilwoman Cuccaro said she
is for “freedom of religion, not
freedom from religion.” Ms.
Cuccaro said she supports both a
menorah and a nativity scene.

Councilwoman Jennifer
Blumenstock said Mayor Charles
Lombardo had decided not to
display the nativity scene based
on observing “lawsuits involving
other municipalities.” Mayor
Lombardo decided to adhere to
court rulings, opting to display
“secular” decorations (non-reli-
gious symbols) during the holi-
day season, Ms. Blumenstock
said.

Mayor Lombardo was not
present at Tuesday’s meeting.
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