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What to look for in 2006
The biggest stories to come in each town
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01/01/2006

Will you be able to walk your dog on a former freight train trail in Jersey City, or will two-family homes be built there? Will a specific chain of Hudson County politicians ascend to the Senate, the House of Representatives, and the freeholder board in the next few months? And will Stephen Spielberg be blowing up any more local bridges in blockbuster films? 

We don't know the answer to all of those questions, but there will be big news this year in development, politics, and recreation. Read on to find out what to expect in each town. 

Guttenberg First public park: The development of the tiny town's first-ever municipal public park will be a story to watch in the early months of 2006. The town received a grant from the Hudson County Improvement Authority to purchase land on River Road, right on the Guttenberg/North Bergen border and in between two K. Hovnanian luxury housing developments, in order to build a 1.2-acre public park. 


Several town residents have been strong advocates for the park. It could very well be completed by the end of the year. 

Hoboken 

Managing development: Hoboken's hot real estate market has left a paucity of open space in town. Residents starting families have been clamoring for more parks. Mayor David Roberts has proposed a plan to add approximately 15 acres of park land in the next three years. Recently the city purchased two acres of land at 1600 Park Ave., between the Willow and Park avenue bridges, for a park. This will also prevent a residential tower from rising there. 

There will also be pressure in 2006 for Roberts to implement the zoning for the city's new Master Plan. The plan was adopted by the city's Planning Board nearly two years ago, but the City Council has yet to execute many of its recommendations. 

The Master Plan is meant to set a blueprint for development for the next 20 years, but until all of its recommendations are enacted, activists worry that developers have free reign. 

Tax stabilization: During the inauguration for his second term last summer, Hoboken Mayor David Roberts pledged that this year will see only a 2 or 3 percent increase in the local portion of the tax bill, while the city will maintain the same level of services. 

But this isn't going to be an easy task for the administration. The city is currently negotiating the collective bargaining agreements with all six of the city's unions. Also, the city is faced with a sizable structural deficit. While new development will bring ratables, it will be up to Roberts to trim the fat and show real restraint to be able to deliver on his promise. 

Jersey City 

Budget gap: In Jersey City, the biggest story to occur in 2006 will be the city's municipal budget. 

The budget was introduced by the City Council in December at approximately $410 million, but showed that the city has a $40 million shortfall. 

Mayor Jerramiah Healy will be looking to implement a tax increase to close much of the gap, which, if it happens, would be the first in nearly eight years. But the city will only do so after it has found other ways to balance out the difference between the city's revenues and expenditures. 

The reasons cited for the shortfall have been the increase in salaries from promotions of police and fire personnel, as well as for a number of department directors. The budget is expected to pass by April, 10 months into the fiscal year. 

Parks or development?: The next big Jersey City story in 2006 pertains to three city landmarks: the Sixth Street Embankment, the 111 First St. building, and Reservoir No. 3. 

Some activists want to maintain those properties as historic landmarks or for park land, while developers want to build on them. 

Embankment owner Steve Hyman and 111 First St. owner Lloyd Goldman are separately in litigation with the city because they want to demolish their respective structures to build new housing on the sites. 

Stopping Hyman has been the municipal landmarking of the Embankment that forbids any demolition of a historic site. For Goldman, it's the fact that his building is located in the Warehouse Historic District, which disallows demolition of buildings unless there's a safety problem. The building is also in the Powerhouse Arts District, where there are stipulations on any new building to ensure it has an arts-related component. 

City-owned Reservoir No. 3, the structure that once held the city's water supply, is at center of a battle to preserve it as a nature reserve. But it is also being looked as the future site of possible ball field and a new school. 

North Bergen 

Development and light rail: Residential development is the story to watch for the coming year in North Bergen. Several residential projects are currently underway, including two on River Road and one on the northernmost part of the township. The River Road projects are a 12-story luxury tower called the Watermark, with 300 units, and the Mirabelle on the Hudson, a complex of one-, two- and three-bedroom apartments. 

The third residential project, called Insignia Gardens on 90th and Second Avenue, should be ready for partial occupancy by the summer of 2006. The development projects are expected to increase the township's ratable base by at least $5 million. 

A commercial project to watch is the projected re-development of the Shiva Properties on Tonnelle Avenue, between the existing Target department store and the Lowe's Home Improvement Center. This former K-Mart shopping center is expected to be transformed into a Home Depot sometime in 2006. 

One other construction project of note will be the opening of the Hudson-Bergen Light Rail station on Tonnelle Avenue by February, while major road construction work will be going on at the same time. The simultaneous projects could lead to major traffic headaches throughout 2006. 

Secaucus 

Recreation Center: The Secaucus Town Council gave the go-ahead for the new $7 million Recreation Center at their monthly council meeting last week. The council authorized Phase 1 to begin, which allows contractors to bid to construct it. A groundbreaking should be held in early spring. 

The proposed site is the parking lot next to the Sewage Treatment Plant and across from the Swim Center on Koelle Boulevard. 

John Cappazzi Architects of Cliffside Park designed the project. It will include a regulation-size gymnasium and pool, an aerobic room, and male and female lockers on the first floor. The second floor includes a fitness center, lounge, observation deck, and a running track. There will be 180 parking spots on the site. 

Impact fees of $5 million from residential Transit Village developers will fund the project, as well as $3 million in revenues from the billboard near Kane Stadium and $650,000 from a state grant. 

Union City 

Municipal elections: On Tuesday, May 9, 2006, Union City will be holding municipal elections. Mayor Brian Stack and the Union City Board of Commissioners will all be up for re-election this year, including newly elected Commissioner Margie Bombino, who filled the seat left by the late Michael Leggiero. 

Last week, Frank R. Scarafile, chairperson of the local activist group "Younity," formally announced his intention to run for the mayoral seat, along with a full slate of candidates in the upcoming election. 

Stack, who is also a state assemblyman for the 33rd District, will be running for his second term as mayor of Union City against Scarafile. Stack first took the mayoral office in 2001. 

Several other challengers have also expressed interest in running against the veteran mayor and commissioners, but no other formal announcements have been made. 

Master Plan: Also this January, the official Master Plan Committee, which will include municipal leaders, employees and residents, is set to be finalized, and they'll begin work on writing the new city Master Plan. A Master Plan is a guide to zoning in town over the next several years, created with public input. 

The next phase of the project will include creating a Land Use Plan, which will be derived from a land use study and several to-be-announced town meetings where residents will get a chance to give input. 

Completion of the Land Use Plan is expected by the fall, and the complete Master Plan should be finished and adopted within the next 18 months. Then the town can make changes to zoning laws. 

Until then, all current and proposed development will follow the current plan. 

Weehawken 

Mayoral election: In May, there will be another municipal election, with four-time incumbent Mayor Richard Turner facing re-election. It is anticipated that Turner and his slate of council members, Robert Sosa, Rosemary Lavagnino, Carmela Silvestri Ehret and Robert Zucconi, will face opposition, more than likely against a slate of candidates from the Weehawken Initiative Now (WIN) group that faced Turner and allies in 2002. 

Turner, perhaps the most popular political candidate in the history of the township, will use his strong political ties to gain re-election. It is expected that Turner's countywide allies (including Assemblyman Albio Sires, Hudson County Executive Tom DeGise, and state Sen. Bernie Kenny) will work hard to insure another term.

It is also anticipated that the opposition candidates will point toward the second phase of the Port Imperial South multimillion dollar development as an issue in the campaign, as well as the projected 17.7-acre township recreational park along the waterfront. 

Replacing the old: Another event to look for in 2006 will be the completion of the new main NY Waterway ferry terminal, 900 yards north of the old one on Imperial Blvd. The new facility replaces the old one and is slated to open some time in the spring. 

Township residents can also look forward to the completion of the Water Tower Plaza on Park Avenue, which is being beautified. 

West New York 

Sires ascends: With Rep. (and Union City native) Robert Menendez (D-13th Dist.) ascending to Gov-elect Jon Corzine's former seat in the United States Senate this January, all eyes have turned to Albio Sires, state assemblyman and mayor of West New York, as Menendez's possible successor to the seat in Congress.

Menendez's district extends from North Bergen in Hudson County to Perth Amboy in Middlesex County.

Sires has been endorsed as a candidate by state Sen. Bernard Kenny, the Hudson County Democratic chairman, but told the Reporter last week that he was not making any official announcements. 

Thus far, the only formal challenger to come forth for the congressional seat is state Assemblyman Joe Vas, the mayor of Perth Amboy in Middlesex County, who announced his candidacy last week. 

If Sires is elected to the position, this will also leave a vacancy for the mayoral seat of West New York. West New York Commissioner Silverio "Sal" Vega has expressed interest in running for the seat. 
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