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the township. A downtown business
owner asked whether one-story com-
mercial buildings are “doomed,” and
the mayor responded, “maybe,” be-
fore adding that he expected property
owners will want to add capacity to
their buildings as they see overall
redevelopment moving forward.

When asked about the fate of the
municipal building on Park Avenue,
the mayor said the committee is look-
ing into relocating it and hoped to
have more to say about it by month’s
end.

Planner Victor Vinegra then showed
conceptual drawings as well and a
three-dimensional animated video of
how redevelopment of the munici-
pal-owned properties that now house
the library and adjacent municipal
parking lot might look. Besides a new
library-community center building,
his plans showed several new multi-
story mixed-use buildings on the site
of the present library and along Bartle
Avenue — all of which he envisioned
as containing retail and office space
on the ground floor and residential
units on the upper floors. He also said
that perhaps part of Bartle Avenue
could be closed to vehicles in the
evenings, creating a pedestrian plaza
where diners could eat al fresco on
the sidewalk and the street and be
served by restaurants located on the
ground floors of the new buildings.

our town. It’s something we have to
sit down and think about…but think-
ing it is being done behind closed
doors is something that a lot of us in
the town do believe. Not having a
voice that isn’t part of the one-party
system in our town makes it more
difficult because they are all saying
the same answers constantly,” Mr.
Walter said.

“This is the year where we need to
keep a watchful eye on one-party
politics, and I am the guy to do it,”
Mr. Walter said.

Raising awareness for girls’ field
hockey, the Boy Scouts and the travel
leagues also is something he would
like to bring to his post on council
should he be elected.

Other issues Mr. Walter also would
like to address should he be elected
are traffic concerns and safeguarding
property values.

“I love my town; I am not going
anywhere. I have been here a long
time,” Mr. Walter said.

See the video at www.goleader.com
under video 2017.

that the board take its vote at next
month’s meeting.

In other business, the board gave
its unanimous approval to two appli-
cations by homeowners seeking to
build decks off the backs of their
homes. Allen and April Bickoff of
1109 Hetfield Avenue and Edward
Hiraldo of 2128 Shady Lane were
granted permission.

Susan M. Dougherty for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
VIGIL FOR VEGAS...Residents of Fanwood and surrounding communities
gather for a service to honor the memory of the 58 people who died in the Las Vegas
shooting. The Vigil, on Friday, was held at the Dhammakaya Meditation Center’s
garden in Fanwood. Colleen Mahr, the mayor of Fanwood, brought together
clergy and Fanwood Council members to light the fire of healing and read the
names of the souls lost on October 1 at the Harvest Music Festival on the Las Vegas
strip.

Susan M. Dougherty for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
REMEMBERING VICTIMS IN LAS VEGAS…Residents of Fanwood and
surrounding communities gather for a service to honor the memory of the 58
people who died in the Las Vegas shooting. The Vigil, on Friday, was held at the
Dhammakaya Meditation Center’s garden in Fanwood.
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Downtown Redevelopment

Garwood Redevelop. Layout,
Parking Draws Concern

Borough Council Candidates
Discuss Issues at MS Forum

By KATE BROWNE
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

MOUNTAINSIDE — A standing-
room-only crowd filled Borough Hall
Tuesday night to question the four
candidates running for seats on the
borough council. The Candidates
Night was sponsored by the League
of Women Voters of Berkeley Heights,
New Providence and Summit. Re-
publican incumbents Keith Turner and
Deanna Andre squared off against the
two Democratic challengers, Lauren
Cook and Carlos Gomez.

The evening began with opening
statements by the candidates. Mr.
Gomez detailed his background as a
10-year resident with his wife and
two children. Active in the commu-
nity, he also has been a first responder
with Elizabeth for more than 20 years
and is a realtor at Coldwell Realtor in
Westfield.

During his opening statement,
Councilman Turner detailed his 27
years of service to Mountainside that
includes serving on the borough coun-
cil for the last 15 years, 11 as council
president.

Councilwoman Andre has served
on the council since 2010 and has
acted as the governing body’s liaison
to the senior citizen community, the
rescue squad and the recreation de-
partment. Ms. Andre detailed her role
in creating the First Alert system and
the Mountainside Facebook page as
well as her service as a volunteer with
the Girl Scouts, the PTA and local
veterans’ organizations.

In her opening statement, Ms. Cook
expressed an interest in improving
communications in the community
and explained she and her husband
have lived in Mountainside for 13
years. She owns MC2, a Mountain-
side-based marketing agency that
helps businesses and nonprofits com-
municate effectively to achieve their
goals and contended her business
skills and role as a small business

owner qualified her to be “a new
voice for Mountainside.”

When asked what was the most
pressing issue facing the borough,
Councilwoman Andre answered keep-
ing taxes down, noting that New Jer-
sey residents are already the most
heavily taxed in the country. Mr.
Gomez contended that overdevelop-
ment risks changing the character of
the community. In response, Council-
man Turner noted that the new hous-
ing developments were not something
Mountainside asked for, but instead
were a state-ordered mandate linked
to a Democratically-controlled State
Legislature that has refused to modify
the Council on Affordable Housing
(COAH) requirements and noted that
under the current borough adminis-
tration, the council succeeded in ob-
taining the lowest density per acre of
affordable housing in the state.

When asked how they would re-
duce taxes, Mr. Turner noted that
over the last several years tax in-
creases in Mountainside have been
kept in the 2-percent range and re-
minded the audience that the bulk of
their tax bill goes to the county and
school budgets. Ms. Cook noted that
more businesses are needed in town
and on Route 22. Councilwoman
Andre reminded the audience that
she had been instrumental in obtain-
ing more than $2.9 million in grants
for community groups.

Mr. Gomez advocated in favor of
shared services such as the use of a
regional dispatch service for first re-
sponders. Mr. Turner responded that
Mountainside left the regional dis-
patch program after it had issues with
the response times. Both Ms. Andre
and Mr. Turner advocated in favor of
continuing the outsourcing of the
snow-removal process, explaining
that the five members of the Depart-
ment of Public Works could not man-
age the volume and it would not be
cost effective for the borough to hire
seasonal workers and purchase and
maintain snow-removal equipment.
Mr. Gomez and Ms. Cook supported
investigating the installation of side-
walks and streetlights on certain roads
while Mr. Turner and Ms. Andre noted
that the cost of installing sidewalks
would exceed $5 million, saying the
maintenance of the sidewalks are le-
gally a homeowner’s responsibility,
and reminded the public that two of
the busiest roads in the community,
New Providence Road and Central
Avenue, are county-owned roads.

In response to questions about posi-
tive and negative ordinances and regu-
lations, Mr. Gomez specified the
changes regarding tree ownership,
Ms. Andre spoke of the positive
changes made to the animal control
contract, while Mr. Turner pointed to
the recently reduced building permit
fees and the reductions in the floor
area ratio regulations to insure that
homes are suitable for their lot size.

Mr. Gomez and Ms. Cook con-
ceded they have not attended many
borough council meetings but re-
minded residents for the first time in
many years they will have a choice on
Election Day. Ms. Andre, meanwhile,
cautioned against “change for the sake
of change.”

Echoing the mayor’s earlier re-
marks, Mr. Vinegra said that property
owners elsewhere in the downtown
might be spurred by the new develop-
ment to expand or upgrade their own
buildings. In response to a question
about relying on businesses to want
to locate in a newly-developed down-
town — especially in light of the
threat from online shopping — Mr.
Vinegra said business and profession-
als such as doctors and lawyers will
want to be “where the people are.”

And he downplayed the threat to
bricks-and-mortar retailers, pointing
to an expanding Jersey Gardens Mall
in Elizabeth as an example. “If you’re
saying that Amazon is killing all re-
tail, you’re listening to too much ra-
dio,” he said. Asked by a resident
about the possibility of “retailers who
may never show up” and occupy avail-
able commercial space in new down-
town buildings, Mr. Vinegra replied
that the space will not only be for
retailers, but also restaurants, doc-
tors’ and lawyers’ offices, dance stu-
dios and the like.

He also explained why it is impor-
tant that the redevelopment commit-
tee assemble detailed plans for meet-
ing Scotch Plains’ affordable-hous-
ing obligations. Otherwise, he said,
courts will allow developers to build
wherever they can find available prop-
erty — without any oversight or di-
rection from the municipality. If a
builder can find two acres, he can
easily fit 35 units, regardless of the
location, Mr. Vinegra warned. Locat-
ing the bulk of housing in the down-
town area, he said, means “these things
don’t pop up behind your house.” He
also said a developer has expressed
interest in building a senior housing
facility that will be 100 percent af-
fordable units, something that would
be desirable because, he said, it would
reduce the township’s affordable-
housing requirements and also not
result in additional school-age chil-
dren.

By MICHAEL BONACCORSO
Specially Written for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

GARWOOD — At Tuesday night’s
borough council meeting, Council-
man Joseph Sarno questioned the fi-
nalized South Avenue Redevelopment
(Russo II) bedroom layout. The bed-
room layout refers to the total unit
number and their locations designated
for one, two and three bedrooms. The
property has been designated per the
settlement agreement for 52 stacked
town homes. The official layout has
not been publicly disclosed pending
ongoing negotiations with South Av-
enue Redevelopment, LLC (Russo
Development II).

Council President Sara Todisco as-
sumed Mayor Charles Lombardo’s
role for the meeting in Mayor
Lombardo’s absence. Mayor
Lombardo will be present at the next
council meeting.

“I want to talk about the bedroom
makeup of Russo. How and when was
it decided? This has been a mystery to
me until a couple of weeks ago,” said
Councilman Sarno.

Councilwoman Todisco stated that
a March 1 e-mail was distributed
amongst the mayor and council en-
titled, “Drawings from Last Night.”
The South Avenue redevelopment’s
bedroom layout, whether conceptual
or a proposed finalized rendering,
was not confirmed to the public.

Borough Attorney Robert Renaud
suggested council members, adher-
ing to proper legal protocol, should
discuss any pending negotiations in
executive session only. Mr. Renaud
stated he is not in negotiation over-
sight, but provided general legal guid-
ance as to how the council should
conduct on-going redevelopment dis-
cussions, analytics and personal in-
ferences.

“You don’t want to discuss (layout
or binding contractual) options in
open meeting. Not a discussion you
want to have. With negotiations go-
ing on, you would not want to preju-
dice those negotiations,” said Mr.
Renaud.

Councilman Sarno asked Mr.
Renaud if the borough is bound to the
financial agreement with South Av-
enue Redevelopment, LLC.

“Yes, is the answer to that. But no
particular terms,” said Mr. Renaud.

Mr. Renaud stated that because
negotiations were removed from his
purview, his knowledge is a bit lim-
ited on topic specifics and how con-
tract terms came about. He stated
there were discussions regarding re-
ducing total units from 315 to 298.

“I didn’t handle those negotiations,”
said Mr. Renaud.

Councilman Sarno stated the nego-
tiations were handled by attorney
William Northgrave.

“It’s Northgrave and if he can’t
communicate in a clear and concise
manner, we should stop working with
him,” said Mr. Sarno, voicing frustra-
tion over having minimal oversight
or input on the bedroom layout nego-
tiation thus far.

“Council makes ultimate deci-
sions,” said Mr. Renaud, responding
to Councilwoman Ileen Cuccaro’s
questions on who is responsible for
approving the final site plan.

Councilwoman Cuccaro stated con-
cerns to Mr. Renaud regarding the
redevelopment being deed restricted.
Ms. Cuccaro said she wanted to know
what will happen to Garwood when
the current low-income housing re-
quirements start all over again.

Deed restrictions are rules and regu-
lations governing one or more land
parcels. They are written agreements
that restrict or limit the use of activi-
ties that take place on a property.

“Every 10 years, the borough’s low-
income housing requirement will
change or start all over again. That’s
exactly what fair housing told me,”
said Ms. Cuccaro in commentary to
The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
after the meeting.

Resident Bruce Paterson said com-
plications will arise regarding the
parking situation after the South Av-
enue redevelopment is erected. Mr.
Paterson said Russo Development
mentioned that finding every single
car a parking spot is not the
developer’s responsibility.

“We have to do something at this

moment before it’s too late. The way
he (Russo Development) is acting is
as if he is in control,” said Mr. Pater-
son.

Mr. Paterson stated that the bor-
ough may want to consider eminent
domain for the public good. He ad-
vised the council to keep on top of
negotiations for the borough’s best
interests or “maintaining control” as
a borough and council.

“Eighteen municipal spots have
been set aside at this point for park-
ing. The parking situation is under
negotiation as well,” said Council-
woman Todisco, acknowledging a
common theme regarding site-plan
specifics and public discussion for
the time being.

In other business, Councilwoman
Cuccaro, in her laws and licensing
report, discussed a possible ordinance
providing guidelines for addressing
the Garwood Brook rodent problem.

“I know passing this ordinance as
well as spraying the required amount
of times per year will alleviate our
neighbors’ concerns so we don’t have
people all over town worrying about
rodents in their backyard,” said Ms.
Cuccaro.

Ms. Todisco stated the ordinance
would place responsibility on
homeowners and business owners to
address rodent infestation. Fanwood
has adopted an identical ordinance
establishing guidelines and punish-
ments for those noncompliant with
public health standards, she noted.

“The enforcement would be sub-
jecting individuals to health and sani-
tations violations. So a possible fine
up to $1,000 or community service
for no more than 90 days,” said Mr.
Renaud.

Resident Al Delconte said the rat
problem is caused by the local health
board trying to make it a resident or
property owner problem. He said it is
the borough’s problem and the bor-
ough needs to get back to baiting and
spraying.

“Thank you, Mr. Sarno, for bring-
ing up Russo. The person doing the
negotiations should be fired. This guy
you got doesn’t care what’s going
on,” said Mr. Delconte.

Resident and former councilman
Jim Mathieu used the public com-
mentary time allotment to question
Ms. Todisco on what the bedroom
mix would be at the redevelopment.

“Mayor Lombardo never got back
to me on why you were forced to
resign during contract negotiations,”
said Mr. Mathieu to Ms. Todisco.

Mr. Mathieu was referring to the
Garwood Department of Public
Works teamster contract negotiations.
The negotiations took place in March
2016.

“I did not resign. I simply asked the
mayor to replace my position on the
committee. It was budget time and
negotiations. I was recently in a
master’s degree program. Mayor
[Lombardo] accepted my request,”
said Ms. Todisco.

“I said this four times tonight. The
matter is under negotiation. We should
not discuss specifics tonight. I would
like to discuss 100 percent of every-
thing; might not make sense to do so
legally,” said Ms. Todisco, address-
ing Mr. Mathieu’s questions regard-
ing the redevelopment’s bedroom lay-
out.

Councilwoman Jennifer
Blumenstock, Garwood senior citi-
zen liaison, provided updates on bor-
ough senior citizen activities. On Sun-
day, October 29, from 9 a.m. to 2
p.m., a senior brunch will be held at
the Knights of Columbus hall. The
next meeting for seniors is on Thurs-
day, October 19. The last meeting
was on October 5 and featured a
speaker from Brook Health Care. The
meeting topic was humor and health.

“Laughing is one of the best medi-
cines you can give your body, and it
has been shown to have such a posi-
tive effect on all your systems,” said
Ms. Blumenstock on what borough
seniors were taught by their keynote
speaker.

 Paul Lachenauer for The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
PEDALS FOR PROGRESS...Warren Rorden, Lowell and Florian Schantz fix
a bike that was donated at the Rotary Club of Westfield's annual bicycle
donation event to help Pedals 4 Progress. The event was held Saturday in the
parking lot of the Westfield Board of Education building. All bicycles donated
will be sent to people in need in Africa, Latin America and many other places,
where they are utilized for transportation.
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