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TOWN OF PHILLIPSBURG

BUDGET MEETING MINUTES
March 13, 2024— 6:00 P.M.
CALL TO ORDER  6:00 pm By CP Marino
OPEN PUBLIC MEETING ACT STATEMENT Read by CVP Paulus
PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE All
INVOCATION Led by Councilman Scerbo
ROLL CALL - Present - Marino, Paulus, Clark, Kennedy, Scerbo

-Also in attendance: Mayor Piazza, Attorney Wenner, Business Administrator
Hall, and Deputy Clerk Turner

PUBLIC DISCUSSION ON AGENDA ITEMS -

-Ann Davis- asked what new personnel positions are being created. Mayor Piazza stated Human
Resources, one DPW, and one inspection administrative position. He clarified that the HR
position was sorely needed, and candidates had been interviewed prior to his tenure starting, the
DPW had 3 vacant laborer positions, one of which has been filled, and two administrative
positions in inspections, one of which has been filled. Ms. Davis asked if the positions were
posted and applications accepted and was answered affirmatively. She stated that while on
Council, Mayor Piazza did not bring any of this up. Mayor Piazza stated that it was previously
stated increased inspections were needed, and a qualified HR person was needed. Ms. Davis
asked why some positions come before Council and some do not. Mayor Piazza stated that some
positions are filled by advice and consent from Department Heads or Boards and others are at the
Administration’s directive. Any positions that fall under Civil Service follow all processes and
regulations. Ms. Davis noted that we haven’t had these positions on the organizational chart in
years, and the need hasn’t been brought up before. Now we are facing a substantial increase this
year. Mayor Piazza stated the organizational chart had been deviated from in years past. These
positions have been left vacant and need to be filled. Because positions have gone unfilled,
residents have experienced a lack of service and decreased quality of life. He noted that because
of a vacant position, a 2023 email to that office awarding a $2,600,000 grant was only recently
discovered. Regarding the tax increase, Mayor Piazza stated the town has a substantial increase in
insurance (+6.8%), the pension fund (+6%), and debt services (+72%). $600,000 in debt services
was deferred, not paid, last year to keep the budget flat. This equals half of the increase.

-Joan Pierce- Can the $2,600,000 grant be used to pay bills? Mayor Piazza stated the grant is
specific to roadways and stormwater. She asked for the amount taxes will be raised. Mayor
Piazza stated about $45 per quarter for every $100,000 assessed value, an 11% increase. That
does not include school tax. Mayor Piazza stated that last year $800,000 remaining from Covid
funds, $100,000 from the sale of assets and the transfer of capital funds into operating funds were
used to offset the budget and keep it flat. Repayment of bond payments and debt services that
were not paid last year is about $800,000 of this year’s budget. Ms. Pierce said many people
cannot afford a tax increase and requested Council look for cuts to the budget, perhaps by cutting
salaries or limiting raises. Mayor Piazza stated about $200,000 was already cut from discretionary
spending which offset $.03. He is open to discussions about trying to cut more.

-Dan Boyce- he hopes everyone takes budget talks seriously. A social media post by a sitting
council member says the budget is fiscally responsible, but that council member approved and
passed the budget last year.

Attorney Wenner noted that there will be a public hearing on the budget prior to its adoption. Tonight’s

meeting is for Council to discuss the budget.

-Joe Meyner- has asked in the past that budgeting be more open. Last year’s council president
was the only one outspoken about shifting money around. He believes an increase in the town’s
expenses, such as cleaner streets, will be offset by values increasing in the long run.



7. BUDGET DISCUSSION

Councilman Scerbo — We are in this budget situation because of last year’s budget and all the
things that were not paid. How do you not fund a bond or overlook a $2.6 million grant? Our job as
council is to now put the pieces together and eliminate waste. He supports that the Mayor is trying to
clean up town hall and have it run better. He has looked over the budget and would like to try to cut some
more but doesn’t know if that can be done. Council has to work together for the people.

Councilman Kennedy — local revenues realized over $2.8 million which was an increase of $1.3
million. Paid parking is one source of revenue. When he pushed for paid parking, there was an outcry, and
he saw people parking in Easton. In 2021 we took in $5000, and this past year we took in $120,000. He
pushed for it to ease the burden on our taxpayers. He doesn’t want that revenue going toward new
positions or increased salaries, which are up 7% in this budget. The budget has a 13% increase in
nondiscretionary spending. The chart on page 59 of the budget goes back to 2015 and shows little
fluctuation until this year. Mayor Piazza was on Council some of those years and voiced no opposition to
those budgets. The new positions were not needed, and raises were not voted on in any of those years.
This budget is unacceptable.

Mayor Piazza stated the Town does not control nondiscretionary spending, which is contractual,
as are the salary raises done through Civil Service.

Councilman Clark — an 11% tax increase is insane. As shown by Councilman Kennedy, since
2015 we’ve paid our bills and kept the tax rate at a normal, steady level. A flat budget can be done with
fiscally responsible direction. A $630,000 increase in salaries reflects a bigger government issue, not an
efficiency issue. We need to cut spending, keep government small while increasing efficiency, and keep
any tax increase low. This is an irresponsible budget. When Salary Ranges were approved earlier this
year, jobs, including Director of Public Safety and two Confidential Aides, were added. Are these salaries
in this budget, will they be in future budgets? Mayor Piazza stated they are not included in this budget and
may be in about 20 years.

Council Vice President Paulus — The tax rate is at 11% because half of that is due to the $600,000
bond that was not paid and doesn’t take into account the interest that has accrued on that $600,000. The
previous Mayor told the CFO not to make that bond payment. The positions are not new, they have been
on the organizational chart but never filled. The Joint Insurance fund has pressured the town for years to
fill the Human Resources position. The Mayor is doing what should have been done years ago. Seniors on
fixed income can take advantage of the Senior Freeze program so they should not be affected. Rent
control can help keep rent increases to under 3%. She’d like to hear what budget cuts Council members
recommend. Putting a budget together means relying on professionals and department heads, not those
who are voting on it. She thanked CFO Merlo for his excellent work and cited his memo from 2023
which stated that the 2023 budget was a disaster and the effect it would have on the 2024 budget.

Council President Marino — The blame for a lot of the increase is on the State, not the Town.
School tax rate increases are kept steady at 2% a year so taxes don’t go sky high. He cited a Harvard Law
Professor on rent control “it brings people and developers into a depressed area.” No one on Council has
the expertise to craft a budget, we rely on the professionals and department heads. We are cleaning up a
mess left by the former Mayor and Council President. He asked Council members where they would cut;
Police, DPW, Office staff?

Councilman Clark — he and Councilman Kennedy already have a track record for bringing in two
flat budgets and don’t have to explain any further.

Councilman Scerbo — passing last year’s budget was not responsible and did not look out for the
town’s best interest. Social media posts and lies can be used to boost an agenda, but we’re facing the
effects of that now. He’s tired of hearing the excuses and things that are not true. This is causing division
and stopping Council from solving the problems in town.



Councilman Clark — Point of Order — if you call me a liar, bring statistics, don’t go for personal
attacks.

Councilman Scerbo — it is his opinion the Councilman is not being responsible and what is being
posted online is not accurate. Councilman Kennedy’s rent numbers at a recent meeting were not accurate,
they were “Googled”. Councilman Scerbo spoke with a realtor regarding rent. A one bedroom apartment
in town costs $1,600 per month, a two bedroom $2,000 per month, and a three bedroom $2,500 per
month. Misinformation should not be sent out to the public.

Councilman Kennedy — he went to several different sources for his information and all of them
had Phillipsburg at the lowest average rent. He will not have his pension, which he paid into for 36 %
years working for the State, called out by the Council President in a public meeting.

Mayor Piazza — noted that the salary increases include two new Police contracts for officers.

Council Vice President Paulus — who would say we don’t need more police officers? We
definitely need more for the safety of the officers and the public. Again, positions were not created, they
existed but were not filled. Three new positions, Director of Public Safety and two Confidential Aides,
are not in this budget.

Councilman Kennedy — the position of Deputy Municipal Department Head under the Director of
Municipal Services can be cut, a savings of $80,000.

Council President Marino — that equates to 1 ¥4 cents. He stated that cuts cannot be made to just
one department but should be made across the board.

Mayor Piazza — that position has already been filled so you would be removing an employee not
just the position, which could lead to a lawsuit. He feels that position/employee has increased the quality
of the DPW services, and feedback from residents aligns with this. He is willing to listen to other ideas
for cutting the budget, even if either Councilman does not want to pay the bills again this year.

Council President Marino — noted that the school board budget increased by 2% last year so it is
not in the hole. The Town budget voted down an increase last year. The town employees are under
contract and the salaries must be paid. No one wants their taxes or rent to go up, but they will. We are
stuck with a budget we cannot avoid. If someone wants to cut positions, tell him how many from each
department.

8. PUBLIC PETITIONS
-Joe Meyner — asked Council to work together and stick to the budget. He said he knows it is hard
to be in the council seats but don’t forget you are loyal opposition, not enemies.
- David Morrisette — asked for clarification — the increase in taxes would be $25 per household.
Mayor Piazza stated it would be about $45 per $100,000 assessed value per quarter. Regarding
rent control, he understands that Council is looking at Lopatcong’s rent control as a model. Mr.
Morrisette said this model will not apply for the renters downtown as it is designed for larger than
4 units. If positions are going to be cut, they do not have to be across all departments. Council
President’s policy would be to do it uniformly, but it does not have to be.

9. ADJOURNMENT -6:52 PM
Council VP Paulus moved to adjourn. Seconded by Councilman Scerbo.
Ayes: 5
Nays: 0
Absent: 0

Motion passed.



