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Office will be closed
for Monday holiday

The offices of this newspa-
per will close Monday in
observance of Presidents Day
and will reopen Tuesday.
Deadlines for the issue of Feb.
24 are:

• Legal ads, today, noon.
• Ads, Friday, noon.
• Classifieds, Tuesday, 3

p.m.
• Editorial, noon, Friday

Hawkins to speak
at Chamber event

Mayor Eldridge Hawkins
will give his report to the city’s
business community Wednes-
day when the Chamber of
Commerce presents its annual
mayor’s breakfast program.

The breakfast is scheduled
for 8:30 a.m. in the Elks
Lodge, 475 Main St. Reserva-
tions are  needed and can be
made by contacting Melanie
Malawich at 973-676-8725.

School closing
information

When winter storms come
to the area, the possibility
exists for schools to be closed.
Public notification will be
made through local television
and radio stations:

Radio: WOR-710, WABC-
770, WINS-1010.

Television: News 12 New
Jersey, WNYW-5, WRNN-55.

Council explains why it hired counsel in layoff fight
By Chris Sykes

Staff Writer
As counsel for the city’s public employ-

ees unions were trying to get a Superior
Court judge to delay or prevent impending
layoffs, City Council members also were in
court, some members said, to have a say in
the matter.

To some residents, that left the appear-
ance of council members using city funds
to hire an attorney in order to help argue the
employees’ case. Councilwoman Donna K.
Williams said during a recent meeting it
was not the case.

“We did not go to court on behalf of the
unions; we went on a separate matter for a
separate reason,” said Williams. “That’s
why we needed a lawyer of our own,
instead of using the city attorney to argue
the case for us.”

North Ward Councilwoman Tency Eason
said state and city law says the city attorney
basically works for the executive branch of
Orange’s government. If the council has a

legal complaint against a member of the
administration of Mayor Eldridge Hawkins
Jr., they must hire their own counsel.

Councilman Elroy Corbitt said council
members believed they needed to hire an
attorney because previous attempts to get
Hawkins and members of his administration
to justify the layoffs were rebuffed. Corbitt
admitted that resorting to legal means to
press their demands about the budget and
the city’s finances was always within the
council’s power. The action should have
been taken sooner, said Corbitt, and was
something he regretted.

“We should have done that sooner
instead of waiting around in the hope the
mayor would have some kind of change of
heart or tactics and start talking to us and
letting us know what was going on in the
city,” said Corbitt. “By the time we got
around to doing it, we were too late to do
anything about the layoffs, let alone influ-
ence of have a say so in the process, and I
regret that.

“The executive branch, which is the
mayor and his administration, does have the
right and the power to negotiate contracts
with the unions and put together budget pro-
posals,” Corbitt continued, “but the council
has the power to legislate, appropriate and
investigate. We had not been using our full
powers effectively until recently.”

State officials said that the New Jersey
Civil Service Commission received
Orange’s proposed layoff plan on Oct. 22,
2010, and approved it on Nov. 3.

Firefighter Elvin Padilla, who leads
Local 10 of the Firemen’s Mutual Benevo-
lent Association, which represents Orange’s
firefighters, said that while the council’s
belated attempts to get involved was “too
little, too late,” he did not hold their lack of
alacrity against them.

“I feel like they’re learning the job as
they go along. They’re trying to do the right
thing, so you can’t hold that against them,”
said Padilla. “Things are tough all around
and their jobs are just being made all the

harder because of the approach to governing
that the leadership in this city is taking.

“I don’t understand why everything has
to be a fight or a struggle if we’re all sup-
posed to be trying to get on the same page
to do the right thing for Orange and all its
people and taxpayers,” Padilla added..

Although he was not specifically
responding to those remarks from Padilla,
Hawkins said he believed there was irony in
that he thought the firefighter was correct,
but in the wrong way.

“We have to recognize the unions are
bargaining units and it’s their job to advo-
cate on behalf of their members, not the
people of Orange,” Hawkins said. “My job
is to do what is right for the residents, citi-
zens and taxpayers of Orange and I’m
always going to do that. We have to look at
the big picture and we have to make tough
decisions. There’s just not enough money to
go around and we can’t just isolate one
piece of the picture and focus on that with-
out thinking about the big picture.”

West Orange wins
another round
against Hawkins
Township officials face new lawsuit

By John Zucal
Managing Editor

Orange Mayor Eldridge
Hawkins Jr. and West Orange
township officials have battled
over civil rights violations which
he has alleged occurred during his
tenure as a township police officer.
Those allegations became more
serious late last year when the
spectre of criminal claims was
issued.

Those claims, however, were
muted two weeks ago when a
Superior Court judge dismissed a
complaint filed by Hawkins.

During a Feb. 3 probable cause
hearing in Newark, Hawkins
attempted to show that township
officials, especially Police Director
Jack Sayers and Police Chief
James Abbott, altered civil service
documents in an effort to hire a
white officer who was listed below
Hawkins, who is black, on the
rankings.

Hawkins represented himself
during the hearing.

In documents filed during late
August and early September 2010
with the Internal Affairs Division
of the West Orange Police Depart-
ment, Hawkins made allegations of
official misconduct against Sayers
and Abbott. Those claims were for-
warded to the Essex County Prose-
cutor’s Office, whose review led to
last week’s hearing.

After Hawkins read from tran-
scripts of depositions, as well as
salary records, Judge Patricia
Costello told Hawkins he likely
had little chance of establishing
formal charges. Costello dismissed
the complaint.

Hawkins was hired in 2004, but
according to court documents filed
in an outstanding civil lawsuit, was
not informed of the alleged discrep-
ancy until 2007 by union officials.

A federal civil lawsuit filed
against the township of West
Orange and township officials,
including Sayers and Abbott, was
dismissed later that year. A judge
ruled the statute of limitations
involved within the case had
expired.

A $25 million lawsuit was
served on the township and its offi-
cials in 2008. While that case
appears to have slowed, a new law-
suit was filed in December 2010 in
which Hawkins claims retaliation
related to a workers’ compensation
claim he filed after he returned to
the department soon after he was
elected mayor of Orange in 2008.

Hawkins was elected mayor in
May of that year, received a four-
year leave of absence and attempt-
ed to assume the city’s fire director
position to recoup the lost income.
Due to public pressure, Hawkins
gave up the salary and returned to
the department.

After returning to the depart-
ment, Hawkins was injured twice,
which required the use of approxi-
mately 90 sick days as well as sick
leave.

Eldridge Hawkins Sr. represents
his son in the civil cases.

“Although I do not represent
Mayor Eldridge Hawkins Jr. in his
criminal court proceedings against
the West Orange public officials,  I
have advised Mr. Hawkins to make
no comment while there is any
pending litigation against West
Orange officials,” said Hawkins Sr.

Attempts to reach Steven Man-
nion, who is representing the town-
ship in the civil lawsuits, were not
successful. He has previously
stated the township is reviewing
what he said may have been
Hawkins’ misuse of the sick days
by allegedly doing mayoral duties
on some days.

IS IT BEDTIME? — It
wasn’t quite time to
go to bed, but stu-
dents at Park Avenue
School came in their
pajamas Feb. 3 for a
Family Pajama Read-
ing Night. Students
and their families join-
ing in an evening of
story-telling to rein-
force the benefits of
reading.  Additional
photo on Page 5.

City spurns county offer on reservoir tract
Essex wants land for boathouse restaurant; Orange officials dismiss $700K offer as ‘pitiful’

By Chris Sykes
Staff Writer

A proposed deal that would have leased
the city’s reservoir property in West Orange
to Essex County has been called off.

On Monday, Mayor Eldridge Hawkins Jr.,
City Attorney Marvin Braker and Council-
man Rayfield Morton issued a statement
which stated the city’s offer to lease the
reservoir was rejected by Essex County
Executive Joseph DiVincenzo. Instead, the
county offered $700,000 to purchase the
property, which the city government refused.

“This pitiful offer is not acceptable for
land that West Orange township has valued at
approximately $2.1 million based on its
assessment,” said Hawkins. “The larger issue
is that our reservoir is simply not for sale.
Neither the citizens of Orange, nor myself,
nor a majority of our City Council, are pre-
pared to discard such an important property.”

County officials have sought the use of
the reservoir property, with its frontage along
Northfield Avenue near the Turtle Back Zoo
and Codey Arena, to construct a boathouse
restaurant as a revenue generator.

Hawkins said Orange’s government
would be willing to discuss a lease for the
“scenic and historic” property, but a sale is
“out of the question.”

Hawkins also warned that Essex County
risks a legal battle if it seeks to take the land
through eminent domain.

“They have informed us that if we do not
sell them the property, they will take our land
through eminent domain. To sell the reser-
voir as a one-shot gimmick to help balance
our budget is akin to an impoverished family
throwing its furniture into the fireplace to
gain a single day’s heat,” said Hawkins.

Morton said the city’s rentention of own-
ership would have greater benefits than just
financial. 

“The beautiful lake holds a special place
in the hearts of Orange residents. It’s a valu-
able asset for our city,” said Morton. “It’s
where we hold our annual senior picnic. It’s
where generations of Orange residents have
gone to hike and fish.”

In a statement, DiVincenzo said county
officials believed the city has failed to prop-
erly maintain the property and it has become

a safety hazard. It was something that could
be solved, said DiVincenzo, only with a
property sale.

“Through the years, Orange has demon-
strated an inability to maintain and secure the
Orange Reservoir property, and this neglect
has led to extremely hazardous conditions on
and along the waterway and in the aban-
doned water utility buildings,” said DiVin-
cenzo. “Our immediate and long-range
development plans are to invest millions to
transform the site into a showcase for hiking,
boating and passive enjoyment. This will
remove a potential liability from the city,
provide access to an underutilized waterway
and restore the natural beauty and enhance
safety to the area.”

Morton said he hopes the city can avoid a
protracted legal battle with the county. As a
veteran of the music industry, Morton said he
understood how contracts get negotiated and
how the parties involved can resort to threats
and “hardball” tactics. In this case, however,
he said he did not believe that would be wise.

“Our taxpayers would get ongoing
income to hold down taxes and the people of

Essex County would get to enjoy our unique
and irreplaceable water and open space if we
can agree on a lease deal,” said Morton.

Braker said the city was prepared to fight
any county threats for a property takeover. 

“The county can expect ferocious opposi-
tion from the city’s legal defense team,” said
Braker.

Hawkins added he believed the county
already trespassed on the reservoir by operat-
ing a small train for the zoo.

“Over a year ago, Orange informed Mr.
DiVincenzo that the county is already illegal-
ly using our reservoir land, without permis-
sion, for a carnival train to the county-owned
Turtle Back Zoo,” said Hawkins. “We asked
for a written response that might enable our
city to receive compensation for use of our
property, but have still not received an
answer. If this issue is not resolved, we will
be forced to consider litigation.” 

DiVincenzo said the reservoir would fit
into what has become the South Mountain
Recreation Complex with the zoo, arena and
a miniature golf course which opened in
2010.

Schools & Camps 
This special publication

provides information to help
our readers  learn about the
options for schools and camps
in the area. 

See Inside.


