
TOWN OF PHILLIPSBURG 

WORK SESSION MEETING MINUTES 

April 3, 2024— 6:00 P.M. 

1. CALL TO ORDER 6:00 pm   By CP Marino 

2. OPEN PUBLIC MEETING ACT STATEMENT  Read by CVP Paulus 

3. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE    All  

4. INVOCATION     Led by Council President Marino 

5. ROLL CALL – Present - Marino, Paulus, Clark, Kennedy 

   - Absent: Scerbo 

-Also in attendance: Mayor Piazza, Attorney Baldwin, and Deputy Clerk Turner  

6.  PUBLIC DISCUSSION ON AGENDA ITEMS 

 - Dawn Paulus – supports rent control. Anyone renting in a private house or duplex should have 

5% rent control, any over that should have 3%. There’s something shifty about a renter who doesn’t want 

rent control. Now is the time to help the people who voted for you by voting yes for rent control. They 

must get slum lords out of town. 

 - Bill Benz, Phillipsburg Downtown Association – looking for a discussion to find the right 

product and the right solution. Rent control is just one alternative. Other venues offer other options, 

including charity relief. The PDA hopes to find the right solution for the people in need. The housing 

stock is reduced which, through supply and demand, increases rents. We are not a “bedroom” community 

like Lopatcong and if we try to go that route, we’ll adversely affect the people most in need. There will be 

fewer renting opportunities within their budget. We’re looking for a compassionate answer that meets the 

needs of all.  

 - Dave Morrisette – asked Council to vote their conscience on rent control and be frank and 

honest about what the affects will be. Rent control on 4 units or less will affect a significant number of 

people. Owners will sell because they won’t get a return on their investment. If they cannot charge market 

rate rent, they are better off selling. The average sale price of single family homes is $200,000 to 

$300,000. Investors will sell at these prices. He asked the attorney about a comment Attorney Wenner 

previously made that state law limits the amount rent can be raised. Attorney Baldwin did not know the 

specifics but is aware there are limitations in absence of rent control, but no uniform regulation.  

 - Joe Meyner – He sent documents to Council that lay out a successful way to deal with rent 

control that he proposed several years ago. He does not think state rent control could be used successfully. 

It is burdensome. Displaced people in this area come to Phillipsburg because it is still the cheapest place. 

Eliminate the bait and switch by requiring landlords to specify what the next year’s rent will be. Section 8 

rents are based on the state standard and are too high. This is forcing rent to go up too much. Public 

Housing has a four-year waiting list.  

- Joan Pierce – What if you don’t qualify for assistance and your landlord keeps raising your rent? 

Someone on a fixed income has to decide whether to pay the rent, the utilities, or buy food. Something 

has to give. Rents are too high. 

- Nicole Walter – is a renter turned homeowner. She feels a multipronged approach is needed. 

What people do we want in Phillipsburg? Investors, people from New York City? We’re not making it 

easier to buy a home or maintain what we have. Are we creating any new housing? 



- name illegible – asked what the town charges for annual inspection. $100. 

- Robin Coe – Would like to be involved in rewriting the ordinance up for discussion. There are 

solutions available for owning a house, there is rental assistance based on income. Phillipsburg has the 

cheapest rent in the area with the average monthly rent for a 2-bedroom house at $1500. People are 

coming from outside Phillipsburg which is creating more of a market problem. Most small renters are 

under market and most small landlords are willing to help their renters.  

- John Donaghy – he is a local landlord who has 3 units available, but no one qualifies. He wants 

the council to understand the investors’ point of view. He bought at market price and is on a 5 year ARM. 

His rates will increase next month up to 7% or 8%. Now there’s the 11% tax increase. But he can’t raise 

his rent? He hasn’t raised his rent on his tenants, but he will now raise it the 3% allowed in the proposed 

ordinance. He listed a 2-bedroom apartment for $1200 and had 6 people apply. In Washington, a 2-

bedroom apartment listed at $1600 had 70 people apply. 

- Chris – moved to Phillipsburg 5 years ago. We cannot save for a house of our own because rent 

goes up every year, almost $300 in 5 years. If rent control is put in place, we may be able to save up 

enough for a house. If it is not, we’re doomed. 

- Andrew Rodriguez – Phillipsburg is on a strong trajectory, but salaries have not gone up at the 

same rate as rents. Inflation affects everyone, including the property owners. There is a disproportionate 

amount of affordable housing. Rent control will continue to hold down property values. When costs, fees 

and taxes go up and property owners cannot increase their rent, they will appeal their taxes. This will put 

a burden on the town budget because of attorney fees which will result in other residents facing higher 

property taxes. He suggested 0% loans to property owners for improvements. The number of rental units 

for affordable housing is strained. 

- Chris – is a local landlord since 2018. In the beginning, rent barely covered expenses and he 

wasn’t able to do repairs. With modest increases in the rent, he was able to do better. The ability to 

increase rent allowed him to provide a better home for his renters. We need a solution that keeps tenants 

and landlords happy and provides a nice, safe home. Rent control will put us back in the status quo. He 

encouraged Council to look at the Working Group Report provided in Minneapolis.  

- Holly – Landlord – All units are under market; taxes are going up and she fears that landlords 

will begin selling and the properties will be bought by slum lords.  

 

WORK SESSION DISCUSSION (NO ACTION-DISCUSSION ONLY) 

- Council President Marino read the information from a postcard that has recently been mailed to 

landlords regarding state mandated lead paint inspections.   

CP Marino stated he was elected to represent the people of Phillipsburg and he and other elected officials 

don’t want to see anyone struggle. The Town Attorney recommended proceeding with a rent stabilization 

ordinance. CP Marino feels it does not overburden unit owners. It includes hardship applications for 

owners, capital improvement increases, and the ability to obtain fair market value for basic units. It also 

includes a statutory exemption for all newly constructed or converted rental buildings for a period of 

almost 30 years. This will ensure that developers will still build in Phillipsburg and will not be deterred 

by a realized profit on their investments. For these reasons, he feels this ordinance is in the best interest of 

this town.  

 

-Councilman Clark – does not believe we need this now and it will do more harm if it is done now. He 

does not see the benefits for residents. We heard tonight from landlords and investors that they would sell. 

Tenants will get displaced. He noted that the ordinance was received yesterday afternoon, and he has not 

had the opportunity to fully review it but there were several items he noticed. Section 463-6 Powers of the 

Rent Stabilization Board Section B has the town name of Perth Amboy. This indicates it was not written 

for Phillipsburg. The differences between Phillipsburg and Perth Amboy are substantial. In Section 463-



53, Section B, Subsection 2 regarding the Rent Control Board compensation – who will pay the 

compensation for members and professionals? This will fall on the taxpayers, and we can’t afford this. 

The Hardship Clause states that a landlord cannot charge above 3% annually and to appeal expenditures 

must exceed 60% of the rental income, not profit. This ordinance makes bad business sense and will force 

investors to sell which will force out tenants. This does not address the root problem of a housing 

shortage and will damage Phillipsburg and the quality of life for tenants. We need to increase the housing 

supply. He stressed that state resources are available for rental assistance, and we need to connect people 

to these resources. He will vote no on this ordinance. 

 

-Attorney Baldwin stated that there is no action to be taken on the ordinance tonight. It is only on the 

agenda for discussion. Regarding the Perth Amboy language, he looked at similar ordinances throughout 

the state and felt that their language regarding a board was most applicable to Phillipsburg. He apologized 

for the oversight on the town name.   

 

- Councilman Kennedy – stated the agenda was not put on the website Friday until he called about it, and 

the ordinance should have been posted with the agenda. He noted the difference between Perth Amboy 

and Phillipsburg. Within the ordinance it states A complete rent roll for the immediately preceding year 

will be submitted to the Rent Levelling Board by January 10 and must include the rental status and the 

amount being charged for all occupied units. Failure to timely submit will be considered a violation. 

Councilman Kennedy asked what town employees will ensure compliance? Will more people be hired? 

The violations and penalties indicated are very scary and include fines and imprisonment. Someone 

considering investing in Phillipsburg who reads this will go elsewhere. He is not in favor of rent control. 

 

-Council VP Paulus – she is in favor of rent control. It saved her mother from substantial rent increases by 

a new owner. For years, Phillipsburg renters have asked for help with absentee landlords and increasing 

rents mostly caused by Section 8 housing payments. Residents are applying for assistance but getting 

turned down. The purpose of this work session is to discuss the ordinance, what is good or bad about it, 

not to pull only specific sections. There are clauses within the ordinance that if a property owner makes 

substantial improvements, they can get a higher percentage increase if they go through the proper 

procedure. They are allowed to increase rent with good reasons. Absentee landlords are the big problem. 

Many properties are not registered and therefor not inspected. In order for this to be addressed and for the 

town to improve more inspectors will need to be hired and rent control put in place. 

 

- Council President Marino – supports rent control for several reasons– he asked the inspections office 

about 4 rental properties. 3 had been registered, none had paid the annual $100 fee. Some businesses on 

South Main Street saw a 20% rent increase last year and another 20% this year. He has heard from the 

Post Office that properties are adding a mailbox for a previously unknown or recently “added” apartment 

within a home because if someone has an established residence in Phillipsburg for 24 hours, they can 

qualify for public housing. Everything he reads against rent control does not reflect 50%+ rentals like we 

have in Phillipsburg, and we know there are many rental properties that are not registered. He wants 

investors to make money and tenants to save money and he believes we will see investors come in to 

Phillipsburg. 

 

- Mayor Piazza – it is important to look back at history and how we got here. We do not have a free 

market here we have a government established market due to Section 8 housing prices. Anything based 

on a free market is not wholly accurate. We had 20 years of non-enforcement and no increase in 

enforcement fees because for 20 years nobody cared or made people follow the rules. Most of the 

personnel hires in the budget are for the inspections department which is woefully understaffed. This first 

year will be about correction: upgrading ordinances and rates, getting properly trained personnel and 

training personnel. Once the fixes are in place the proper ordinance will be enforced. There are years of 



irresponsibility and non-enforcement that have to be corrected. He has heard a lot about rents going up 

when a new person comes in. Part of that problem is we are not providing stability. When there is stability 

of homeowners or renters, people get to know their neighbors, frequent local businesses, and take pride in 

their neighborhoods. People are complaining about where we are today, which is based on the actions of 

the last two or three decades. If we take no action, we’ll stay exactly where we are. He asked that people 

send him ideas and insight into solutions. 

PUBLIC PETITIONS –  

-Joe Meyner – the plan he emailed to Council members has lower overhead and takes care of people at 

the bottom. It does not overcome the problems of state subsidies but does solve every problem he heard 

tonight. The ordinance shown tonight is no good. 

-Bill Benz – he asked for a timeline for a meeting for opportunities. 

- Ms. Walters – the one year approach may be more effective. She doesn’t think any renter is against 

working with businesses.  

- Joan Pierce – We need to work together toward a solution. With no rent control, many businesses have 

left. Businesses will come in if there is rent control.  

- David Morrisette – in the past, the town had the opportunity to have a 449 housing unit and 300 town 

homes development put in that would redevelop Phillipsburg and bring in money, but instead it was made 

industrial. Having residential properties along Howard Street would have been a boon to the town. 

- John Donaghy – asked if there were any exemptions to buildings on South Main Street.  

- Robin Coe – regarding the section in the ordinance creating a Rental Stabilization Board that states 5 

members would be appointed by the Council; she thinks this is a bad idea. This should be a community 

board made up of landlords, tenants, residents, and business owners, not Council appointments. 

 

Attorney Baldwin noted that he can adjust the ordinance based on Council’s input to reflect what they 

want. CP Marino asked Councilmembers to send him their suggestions and he will forward them to Mr. 

Baldwin. 

 

ADJOURNMENT 

CVP Paulus moved to adjourn at 7:15 PM. Seconded by Councilman Clark. Ayes: 4, Nays: 0, Abstain: 0, 

Absent:1. Motion passed. 

 

 

  

 


