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Copy Town Collected Over $69 Million in ’97 for County,

Local Public Schools System and Municipal Services
By MARK YABLONSKY

Specially Written for This Is Westfield

Many, many years ago, one Jean Jacques Rousseau, regarded by many as the
greatest political philosopher who ever lived, theorized that a “social contract”
existed between both government and the people it served.

Indeed, no matter what form of government we are discussing, the fact remains
– at least under Rousseau’s theory – that government exists and holds the right to
exercise its authority, especially in the form of taxes.

And the people were rightfully expecting a return for their investment, as well.
Thus, the very subject or art of taxation would appear to be the very glue of that
social contract, yes?

“Well, I think it’s more basic than that,” replied Westfield Administrator
Edward A. Gottko, who is also a town resident. “The contract is that people move
here for certain reasons…and the contract is we offer a package of goods and
services. Taxes and other fees pay for that package of goods and services.”

And yet, taxation remains a potentially volatile issue nearly every time it is
discussed, almost as volatile as when the famed Patrick Henry stated “give me
liberty or give me death.”

Why is that?
“I think that the biggest problem that arises is that we as a municipality are

responsible for collecting all of the taxes, even though we didn’t utilize all of the
taxes,” explained Mr. Gottko, who was the Town Engineer and Public Works
Director before ascending to his current position four years ago.

“I think that’s where the problem arises,” he said.
Relying on figures that are based on 1997 data, Mr. Gottko further explained

that last year, Westfield collected “a little over $69 million, and we kept 15
percent,” or about $10.7 million of that for municipal services.

Because the 1998 budgetary/taxation process won’t be fully complete until
sometime in June, by which time Union County will have issued the certified tax
rate, Mr. Gottko explained he has had to rely on 1997 data to outline any or all of
The Westfield Leader’s forays.

Because statistics, although vital and helpful, can also be confusing, Mr. Gottko
commented that the town itself relies on about 50 percent of property taxes to pay
its bills and provide its obligations, with the other 50 percent coming from state
aid and other “miscellaneous” revenues, including licensing fees and parking
meters, etc.

The Westfield Board of Education, however, Mr. Gottko added, “is more reliant
on property taxes for the support of their operation than the town is.”

And why is that? Dr. Robert C. Rader, the Assistant Superintendent for Business
and Board Secretary for the Westfield school district, explained that the town is
clearly not considered among the state’s 30 Needy Districts, and that it receives
relatively little in state aid each year.

Which is to say since the state considers Westfield “too property rich to receive
any state aid, we’re at the other extreme,” Dr. Rader clarified.

“Let me say it differently,” Dr. Rader stated. “Only 5.79 percent of our money
comes from state aid. (And) 88.04 percent of our money comes from property tax.
Basically, we only receive state aid for categorical expenses.”

That, the school administrator continued, means from other aid, such as special
education.

“The most important response (for Westfield) is the local taxpayer,” Dr. Rader
added. “We don’t worry too much about the state.”

Also, the school administrator agreed, the school board gets its money from the
municipality–after the municipality has collected the tax levies.

“We don’t collect taxes; the town collects it for us and then turns it over,” Dr.
Rader added.

In 1997, 63.52 percent of Westfield’s tax dollar(s) went toward the school
board’s budgetary requirements.

And again, although the town collected some $70 million in taxes a year ago,
the municipal budget was only $22.2 million, Mr. Gottko said.

“The Board of Education gets $44.7 million from taxes, but they spend more
than that,” Mr. Gottko commented.

Clearly, in recent years, towns such as Mountainside and Westfield have been
cognizant that the taxpaying public isn’t generally pleased with higher school
budgets, a point made even more obvious in other parts of the state where school
board budgets have been rejected by voters—who cannot approve or reject either
a county or municipal budget.

“I think it’s that, plus the fact that the Board of Education takes the largest bite

of the tax dollar,” Mr. Gottko continued. “In our case, it’s (nearly) 64 percent.
That’s not a criticism, that’s a fact.”

And more and more people become even more confused over the fact that
their taxes are formulated at least partly on the overall assessment of their
homes. That’s even more volatile, especially to those who opt to appeal their
assessments.

“Right, because the tax rate is one rate, and in New Jersey, we’re taxed
according to value,” explained Westfield Tax Assessor Annmarie Switzer. “So the
higher the value, the more you’re taxed.”

Yet, Mr. Gottko indicated, Rousseau was at least partly correct when the social
contract between a town, state or country and its citizens is carefully analyzed.

“People demand services, and there’s a cost associated with those services,” Mr.
Gottko conceded. “When the leaves fall, people want the leaves picked up. It costs
$400,000 to have the leaves picked up, between the cost of equipment, the cost
of manpower and the cost of disposal. When it snows, people want the snow
plowed and the streets cleared, and that costs money.”

Indeed it does. Mr. Gottko recalled with full detail the day of Saturday, March
13, 1993. At about 6 a.m. that morning, a fierce winter storm hit the state of New
Jersey, and by the time the storm ended much later that night, some 16 inches had
fallen in Westfield alone; better than 20 inches was reported in the Lake
Hopatcong area, due to its much higher elevation.

That one storm alone cost Westfield between $80,000 and $90,000, Mr. Gottko
stated. And when it came down to the following winter of 1993-1994, surpassed
in severity only by the fierce, unyielding winter of 1995-1996, some 17 storms
from December 29, 1993 to
March 18, 1994, cost West-
field about $360,000 to deal
with, Mr. Gottko added.

But in this unbelievably
mild winter of 1997-1998,
what does Westfield do with
the approximate sum of
$125,000 it has budgeted for
winter needs/services?

If little or no snow falls, the
town appropriation goes into
its surplus, “available as a
use in 1999,” Mr. Gottko re-
plied.

“We budget the same amount for snow every year,” the town administrator
continued. “This year, we haven’t had any. We still have April, and maybe next
November and December, to go through, so we’re not out of the woods yet.”

By the time the state, county and municipalities have made any adjustments
that are needed, it is already June, and the tax bills for the coming calendar
year go out by July, Mr. Gottko said. That does not mean all the money is due
at once; in fact, the tax bill informs each homeowner what his/her taxes will
be for the coming year, as well as how much is payable per quarter, or for every
three months.

There is also a breakdown as to where your tax dollars go. Up until last year, six
Union County towns, in fact, were paying taxes to four different sectors, including
the now-defunct Union County Regional High School district.

Since voters finally opted to disband the regional school system last year, the
communities of Springfield, Mountainside, Berkeley Heights, Clark, Kenilworth
and Garwood are expecting to see less taxes needed, since there are now only three
tax sectors to satisfy: local, county and school board.

Westfield, of course, had nothing to do with this, as Mr. Gottko emphasized.
Finally, Mr. Gottko stressed heavily that while numbers and statistics don’t

usually lie, they can confuse and/or mislead—especially when it comes down to
percentages.

“Our budget was up 1.9 percent,” said Mr. Gottko about last year’s local tab.
“But remember, when you’re dealing with statistics, 2 percent of a lot is a lot more
than 1.9 percent of a lot less.”

In other words, Mr. Gottko concluded, that 1.9 percent municipal increase of
a year ago amounted to $433,000. Almost certainly, the same 1.9 percent would
mean much more to the school district, since it runs on a higher figure.

“The percentages, I think, are misleading,” he added. “So the (current) budget
is up $433,000.”

Blizzard of 1996


