ORANGE “SETS” AUG. 4 REASSESSMENT AGENCY HEARING

BY WALTER ELLIOTT
ORANGE : City residents will
have a chance to ask questions
aboutaprospective reassessment
agency contract in an Aug. 4
public hearing - if Municipal
Clerk Dwight Mitchell can get
the kegal notices published in
time

“It depends on how fast Ican
turn around the documents and
notices,” said Mitchell at about
11:55 p.m. during the July 20
City Council meeting in City
Hall. “If not, then the worst
case basis is to call for a special
council meeting ™

Mitchell i1s  following
state law whereby notices of
scheduled public heanngs and
meetings must be published at
least 10 daysinadvance. The law
also allows emenzency meetings
1o be published and posted at
least 48 hours in advance for
public consideration.

The six council members
present. in a 4-2 vole, approved
a special $250.000 emergency
appropriation for a to-be
contracted assessment agency
That appropriation and contract
is 1o have a final vote after a
public hearing on or after Aug.
4: the council agreed to move
their scheduled Aug 3 meeting
24 hours later in deference to
National Night Out activities.

MayorEldridge Hawkins, Jr..
while responding to North Ward

Councilwoman Tency Eason's
question, explained the need for
Mitchell’s rushing to deadline.

“We should have this in place
onorby Sept. 1,” said Hawkins.
“That’s when the contract is 0
take effect. The earlier we have
the contractor in place. we can
get the reassessment process
underway  for our property
owners and taxpayers.”

Hawkins and city Business
Admistrator  John  Mason
explained that the reassessment
15 1o better reflect the declining
property values experienced in
Orange and elsewhere duning
the current global recession.

“The last re-evaluation was
in 2006, when values were at a
high” said Hawkins. “There
has since been a melidown
m the mongage and financial
markets.”

Tax Assessor R Brdida
Caruso said that the City of
Orange Township's valuation
had fallen by some $11 million
since the recession’s September
2007 onsct. “The $250,000 is to
come from the emporary budget
surplus,” said Mason “Itis to be
paid back quarterly over the next
five years.”

Eason had questioned the
need to make the $250.000
emergency appropriation dunng
the curremt temporary budget.
Council President Hassan Abdul-
Rasheed and his colleagues had

put in place a temporary budget
based on a projected $33 million
needed for Fiscal Year 2010-
11. That projection includes an
initial nine percent increasc.

“We're projecting a nine
percent tax increase at a tme
where peopleare losing theirjobs
and homes.” said Eason. “Then
we're asking for a $250,000
emergency appropriation. Why
can’t this wait until we've a
clearer picture of the budget”

“I must remind the public
that ninc percent is not sel in
concrete,” said Hawkins. “I
and the department heads are
looking for ways to cut that
percentage. We're also dealing
with Gov. Christic’s two percent
tax increase cap.”

The tax appeals season
usually starts Jan. 1 untilan Apnl
| deadline. Property owners,
however, may file their appeals
inadvance of Jan. 1. 2011,

Hawkins had meanwhile
asked Mason and the council
to consider starting the 2010-
11 budget process as carly as
September. The mavor called
each of the seven council
members o recommend  two
residents each for the Citizens
Budget Advisory Committee.
(CBAC Chairman Bruce Mever
was not present at the meeting )

The 42 vote proved to
be controversial for about 30
mimutes.  Mitchell,  several
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council members and  City
Attomey  Marvin  Breaker
grappled on whether the vote
needed 10 be a two-thirds or
simple majority of council votes

10 pass.
One of the officials declared
that the special cmergency

measure needed  two-thirds -
or affirmative votes from five
council members - 10 pass.

East Ward Councilwoman
Linda Jones-Bell. South Ward
Councilman Edward Marable,
Jr. At-Large Councilwoman
Donna Williams and Abdul-
Rasheed, of the West Ward, voted
for the appropnation. Eason and
At-Large Councilman Rayfickd
Morton dissented

“I had talked with (At-
Large)  Councilman  Elroy
Corbett before this meeting.”
said  Abdul-Rasheed. “This
meeting was called because the
July 6 meeting was cancelled.
Councilman Corbett said that
he was unable to move a prior
commitment tomight.”

The initial appearance was
that the appropniation had failed
1o clear the two-thirds hurdle
under  subsequent  council
questions. Abdul-Rasheed. with
the clock necaring midnight,
calleda five-minute adjournment
so that Braker, Mitchell and
new ly-hired Legislative
Research Officer Dwayne D.

‘arren could refer legal texts,

The o returned from their
huddle ontime,

“Officer Warren and | and
Clerk Mitchell consulted legal
sources,” said Braker. “The key
word in the proposal is ‘special”
On that basis, the measure
required only a simple majority
vote.”

“When the council takes the
second and final vote after the
public hearing,” added Mitchell,
“the measure has to pass on a
two-thirds vote.”

The night’s chain of cvents

began when the Hawkins
administration withdrew
ongmal resolution  186-2010

from council consideration and
vote. The resolution, which had
called for Realty Appraisal Co.,
of West New York, to be the
contractor. was replaced by the
CmErgency appropriation.

The administration  had
also withdrawn a resolution
approving the application of
UEZ funds for cight police
officers” salanes for $442.000,
The two withdrawals left Abdul-
Rasheed and the council to
consider 24 other resolutions
and six ordinances.

Abdul-Rasheed, still
recovering from knece surgery,
gave the proceedings to Council
Vice President Marable forabout
30 munutes. Marable granted
Eason her leave for the night at
around 11:20 p.m,
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