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GARWOOD – The April 25 meeting of the Garwood Borough Council 

was anything but calm as the night went on, marked by an increased police 

presence; threats and insults back and forth. Amid the turmoil, the council 

adopted the 2017 municipal budget, permission was given to apply for a 

Union County Infrastructure Grant and the council was informed about the 

recent validation by State Superior Court Judge Karen M. Cassidy of 

Garwood’s “fair share” housing summary plan during an April 20 court 

hearing at the Union County Courthouse in Elizabeth. 

James Wright was sworn in as the new Garwood police chief at the start 

of the meeting. Chief Wright briefly remarked about it being a whirlwind 

during the last three weeks, but that he was grateful for the borough's 

support and promised to further Garwood’s commitment to community 

policing. 

The meeting progressed to a briefing by Borough Attorney Robert 

Renaud in which he informed the council of the details of Judge Cassidy’s 

decision regarding the “fair share” housing summary. He was interrupted by 

Councilwoman Ileen Cuccaro, who demanded an explanation as to why the 

council was not informed of their right to appear in the courtroom to voice 

opposition to the plan. Mr. Renaud clarified to Councilwoman Cuccaro that 

the process of addressing the court could only be done if the voice of 

opposition brought a fully scored alternative plan, which provided for all the 

state’s requirements for low- to moderate-income housing. 

The agenda advanced to put forward a motion by Council President Sara 

Todisco in which Garwood would apply for the county infrastructure grant, 

a matching grant program. The grant, now in its third year, is paid out of the 

proceeds from the sale of Runnells Specialized Hospital in December 2014 

for $26 million.  

Councilwoman Todisco voiced her mixed feelings about matching grant 

proposals and Councilwoman Cuccaro added her own concerns to the mix, 

saying that the money should not be spent. Councilwoman Cuccaro was 

informed that the governing body's motion only authorized the application 

for the funds but would require a separate vote by the council to accept 

county funds. The motion to authorize was passed by the council. 



Next, Councilwoman Todisco presented the 2017 municipal budget. 

According to the borough's budget, published at garwood.org, the total 

spending plan is $7,966,314, of which $6,083,497 will be raised in local 

property taxes, representing an increase of $124,023 over 2016. The average 

assessed home in Garwood of $102,000 will see a $67 increase for an 

average tax for municipal services of $3,326. The library tax will be 

$222,033, a $12,000 increase over last year. 

The total amount to be raised in taxes in the borough is estimated at 

$17,955,530, with $8,100,000 for the school budget and $3,450,000 for the 

county, plus another $100,000 for the county's open space tax. 

At last week's meeting, Councilman Joseph Sarno, a Republican, 

immediately objected to the budget and the process by which it was decided. 

He was gaveled to order after throwing such insults as inefficient, absurd 

and similar characterizations at Councilwoman Jennifer Blumenstock, 

Councilman Marc Lazarow and Councilwoman Todisco, all Democrats. 

Councilwoman Blumenstock called Republican council members' sincerity 

and outrage into question. Mayor Charles Lombardo, a Democrat, gaveled 

the council to order and asked for calm. The floor was opened to public 

comment and Garwood Republican Party Chairman Jim Mathieu got into 

the fracas. He took his seat and former councilman Mike Martin went after 

the council and Mr. Mathieu with a slew of insults and then asked Mr. 

Mathieu to step outside. 

The police and Mayor Lombardo restored order, but additional police 

showed up to ensure the council retained order. The budget passed, 4-to-2, 

along party lines, with "yes" votes from Councilwoman Blumenstock, 

Councilman Lazarow, Councilman Lou Petruzzelli and Councilwoman 

Todisco and "no" votes from Councilman Sarno and Councilwoman 

Cuccaro, a Republican. 

The floor was again opened, with citizens approaching to express 

dissatisfaction with utility work currently being done on streets that has 

affected driving conditions; street aesthetics, as well as some complaints 

that the work was not being done properly. The council took it under 

advisement to look into hiring an outside firm to inspect the work from an 

outsider’s perspective. 

In other news, the council adopted a resolution in opposition to President 

Donald Trump’s proposed budget cuts, which Council Democrats feared 

would negatively affect the budget and the borough's senior citizens. 


