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Happy New Year to all and to my colleagues on the Borough Council.
I’d like to extend a special welcome our new Councilwoman Keiona Miller.  Although new to the Council she is not new to community service through her work on the Municipal Alliance and Youth Services Committees.  She replaces long term Council Member, Bob Hitchcock who gave freely of his time and talent to North Plainfield and is now enjoying a well earned retirement in Maine.
The year 2011 once again brought challenges to the Borough of North Plainfield but I am proud to say that we met those challenges head-on while at the same time preserving and modernizing essential services for our residents and businesses.  We were able to do that through a cooperative working relationship between Administration and the Borough Council, the leadership of Council President Stabile, a professional and dedicated staff at Borough Hall, a dedicated group of community volunteers, and public involvement from our residents and businesses.
With the backdrop of the Great Recession, and a state fiscal crisis, decisions made at the State level continue to affect our taxpayers.  The long awaited Tool Kit for municipalities was delivered only half full.  Some of our most vulnerable residents found their Property Tax rebates curtailed or eliminated.  On the other hand we anticipate financial benefits from health and pension reforms enacted by the Governor and Legislature, while acknowledging that these are only the first steps to reforming a broken property tax system that places unfair and unequal burdens on our residents.
2011 Budget

While we can hope for help from Trenton, we continue to do all we can to keep our fiscal house in order.  This is evident by a very high and sustained tax collection rate of 97%, a surplus that we increased to a 10 year high, and through careful spending and investments.  This past year’s tax increase was in fact due mostly to increases out of our control, especially health care and pension costs.  
In a few weeks I will be presenting a budget to the Council which will build on our success and keep tax increases to a minimum.
Federal FEMA SAFER Grant

This summer I was pleased to attend a press conference with Congressman Lance and Fire Chief Eaton to announce that North Plainfield has received a $229,528 Federal FEMA SAFER grant which will fully fund three additional firefighters for the next two years.  This grant is in addition to a FEMA AFG grant in the amount of $51,655 for turnout gear.  These grants will ensure an effective and fully staffed Fire Department for the coming years.

Landmark Shared Services Agreement

Especially noteworthy this year is a shared services agreement that was reached with our neighbor, the Borough of Watchung, for Municipal Court Administrative services.  Through a carefully negotiated agreement, North Plainfield now provides our Municipal Court Administrator and other staff to Watchung on a part time basis, on a billable basis.  This arrangement, the first of its kind in Somerset County, saves Watchung money and increases revenues to North Plainfield.
We will continue to explore other ways we can share services with our municipal neighbors and Somerset County.  We have participated actively in the County Prosecutor’s Police Consolidation study, as well as county studies for consolidation of Emergency Dispatch, Tax Assessment and Municipal Court duties.
Green Team, Sustainable Jersey and Energy Initiatives
Thanks to the efforts of Councilmembers Singleterry and Forbes, and the Green Team, we have applied for Certification through the Sustainable Jersey Program.  It was gratifying to learn that we had already adopted many of the criteria for inclusion in the program, simply because they made good economic sense.  We look forward to the official designation which will rank North Plainfield as a community that understands its role in protecting the environment we all share.
We have participated in New Jersey’s Clean Energy Direct Install Program which has implemented many energy saving recommendations at minimal cost to the Borough.  In fact it was determined that our outlay of matching funds will be paid back in less than two years and will continue to pay off in energy and dollar savings for years to come.  
We are also participating in Somerset County’s Solar Energy program which will oversee the installation of solar panels at the Memorial Library.  This program will ensure lower energy costs to operate that facility through the generation of clean energy.
We also participated in PSE&G’s energy efficient street light program which is now saving the Borough $14,000 annually through energy efficient street light upgrades.
New Master Plan
After reviewing our recent Master Plan Update which was completed in 2010, it became very apparent to me that we needed to develop a new Master Plan to reflect today’s priorities and plan for post recession growth and redevelopment.  Thanks are due to the Council for recognizing the need for this project and for appropriating the funds to see it through.  I’d like to also thank Tom Fagan, Planning Board Chair, Councilman Frank Righetti, and the entire Planning Board for overseeing this effort.  As a result of their actions our first new Master Plan in forty years will take shape in 2012.  There will be ample opportunity for public input throughout this process as this work progresses.
Road and Infrastructure Projects
During this past year we reconstructed a portion of Rockview Ave. in the historic district.  This project was done using $200,000 in NJDOT funds and in cooperation with the Historic Preservation Commission.  We also completed reconstruction of portions of Malcolm and Manning Avenues using a $275,000 NJDOT grant.  We were notified recently that we are receiving a $200,000 grant to reconstruct Harrison Ave. south of US Rt. 22. 

We continue to be successful obtaining Federal Community Development Block Grants. We completed the replacement of a portion of sewer line in Wells Road in 2011 utilizing these funds.  In 2012 we will be utilizing CDBG funds to replace a sewer line over the Green Brook at Geraud Ave.
We have obtained $300,000 in Federal funding to complete the streetscape at the northern end of Somerset Street thanks in part to the efforts of Congressman Lance.  We expect this project to begin design this year.

I have directed our Administrator, David Hollod to prepare a Capital Project Plan to present to the Council next month.  This plan will be a practical blueprint for necessary road, sewer, equipment and building repair projects for the next two years.  In recent years we have had the benefit of very competitive construction and material costs, as well as lower interest rates, for our capital projects.  We will take advantage of this in the upcoming years as we make needed investments in our infrastructure.
Construction/Zoning Office Technology Upgrades
In 2011 we have modernized the method for tracking permits and compliance enforcement actions in the Construction and Zoning Departments.  This investment in computer equipment and software enables us to better track outstanding permits, violation notices and summonses issued.

I’d like to acknowledge my Administrative office staff, Borough Administrator David Hollod and Administrative Assistant Gail Cain for their hard work, dedication and leadership.  Most every issue affecting the Borough flows through this two person office and this volume of work increases every year.
My thanks extend also to our Directors and Department Heads, and the staff at Borough Hall for their hard work in the past year and dedication to the Borough.  This also includes our legal team, headed by Eric Bernstein and his staff.

I would like to thank all of our volunteers serving as members of the committees, commissions, and advisory boards for their countless hours of service.  In this time of budgetary constraints we are fortunate to have many volunteers who continue to give countless hours to our community.  And the best examples of this public service are exemplified by Councilmembers Larry LaRonde and Everett Merrill who go above and beyond their duties as Councilmen to contribute their time and talent in our parks and recreation programs for our youth.

This year, through the efforts of volunteers, we have added The Somerset Street Summer Car Cruise to our list of Borough-sponsored special events.  We also held a special 10 year anniversary program in commemoration of the September 11 attacks.
Thank you to all the members departing from the committees for your valuable time and Congratulations to all the newly appointed members.

I look forward to working with the Borough Council, the Board of Education, the Somerset County Freeholders, state agencies, our neighboring communities and all of our many volunteers to continue the progress we have made in North Plainfield.
Finally, I am pleased to be a partner with the men and women of the Borough Council.  The Borough Council puts the needs of our residents first in everything it does and we share the goal to stabilize taxes, improve our quality of life, and strengthen our community for the benefit of all.

I look forward to working with all the residents of our proud community.  If you have any questions, please contact me or any member of our Borough staff at any time.  I look forward to hearing from you.

Michael Giordano, Jr.

Mayor

