
The Coast Star (1/3/2013): Mayor questions 
councilman’s request for details on donations 

Councilman Bean files Open Public Records Act request with borough 
By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — During the public comment portion of the Dec. 31 council meeting, here, the mayor questioned 
Councilman Jim Bean about the Open Public Records Act [OPRA] request he made recently.  

The councilman submitted an OPRA request on Dec. 20 to the borough to gather information on who donated 
gift cards to the borough and who received those gift cards. 

“I want accountability,” Councilman Bean said referring wanting to hold the municipality accountable for the 
disbursement of the gift cards. 

The cards, which the borough started to distribute late last year, were for residents affected by Hurricane Sandy. 
They were donated, and Kelly Williams, director of social services in the borough, dispersed the gift cards 
based on set criteria.  

Councilman Bean said the OPRA request stems from one resident, Dennis Lepore, reaching out to the 
councilman about the gift cards. 

Mr. Lepore said he owns two houses in the borough, one on 20th Avenue and one on Surf Avenue, both of 
which were damaged in the storm. He said when he heard about the gift cards, he called the borough about 
them, and a borough representative said he was not on the list to receive gift cards. He contacted Councilman 
Bean, and spoke to borough employees. 

In the end, Mr. Lepore was able to get on the list and received gift cards, he said.  

When asked why his name was not on the list, Mr. Lepore said he is not sure, but it “could have been 
overlooked.” 

The councilman said what happened with Mr. Lepore was one of the reasons he wants the information. 

According to Colleen Connolly, borough administer, about $90,000 worth of gift cards were donated. 

The OPRA request asks for the names of those who logged and recorded the receipt of gift cards, the names of 
those who were responsible for logging and recording the disbursement of those gift cards, the names and titles 
of those representatives who distributed the gift cards and the manner in which they were distributed. 

The councilman also asked for the names and addresses, as well as the monetary value and name brand on each 
gift card, of those who donated gift cards and those who received the donations. The request also asked for the 
total amount of gift card donations received by the borough and the criteria set by the borough for deciding who 
was eligible for the donations. 

The councilman said if the borough did not know who made the donation, it could be recorded as donated by 
“anonymous,” and if the gift cards were distributed to an entity — like Belmar Elementary School — that then 
distributed them further, the borough could record that beneficiary as the name of the entity. 



Councilman Bean said he requested this information because he feels the gift cards should not have been 
distributed by the municipality, but by local nonprofits or churches to ensure the gift cards were distributed 
fairly. 

“I feel elected officials should not be handing out donations to specific people,” the councilman said after the 
meeting, noting by doing that, it “opens up a world of conflicts.” 

Mayor Doherty said no elected officials distributed relief to anyone. 

The criteria, which was established to help determine where to distribute the gift cards, was established by the 
mayor and Ms. Connolly based on a memo the borough received from the state Department of Community 
Affairs, he said.  

“We ensured the criteria was objective,” Mayor Doherty said. 

The criteria was set out in a Nov. 13 memo from Ms. Williams to Ms. Connolly. According to the memo, to 
receive gift cards, one has to be a Belmar resident; have been without power after Nov. 12, when the majority of 
town had been restored; have been identified as “in need” by Belmar Elementary School and St. Rose schools; 
or be a resident of the Belmar Senior Building. 

Mayor Doherty said residents must qualify for at least one of these set criteria to be eligible. For St. Rose 
schools and Belmar Elementary School, “in need” families were those who qualified for free or reduced price 
lunches, the mayor said, noting the borough left some discretion to the teachers for families who do not qualify 
for free or reduced price lunches, but might be in need as a result of the storm.  

The gift cards were distributed in accordance with the criteria, Mayor Doherty said, and were distributed by Ms. 
Williams to families or entities that then distributed the gift cards in accordance with the criteria set out. 

“If Kelly or any employee deviates from the criteria we set as the borough government, they would lose their 
job and they would be charged with theft,” he said, adding that he does not believe Ms. Williams would “ever” 
do anything of that nature.  

While the mayor said he understands why the councilman wants to see the criteria used, Mayor Doherty said he 
does not understand why the names and addresses of those who donated gift cards and those who received them 
have to be disclosed. 

“He didn’t give a good explanation besides he wanted to hold everyone accountable, including the families,” 
Mayor Doherty said after the meeting. 

The mayor said after the meeting, “We will do everything we can to protect the privacy of the residents of 
Belmar, particularly ones who needed aid at such a difficult time.”  

Mayor Doherty also said after the meeting he would not be opposed to letting Councilman Bean know privately 
the names and addresses of those who received the donations, “especially if he feels a family should have 
received [a donation] and didn’t.” 

“But to make it public through an OPRA request is highly inappropriate,” he said.  

Councilman Bean said after the meeting he is “looking for transparency and accountability.” 



“My turning in OPRA requests is in response to the lack of information provided to me as a councilman,” he 
said.  

The councilman said after the meeting he was not consulted about what to do with the donations and what the 
criteria should be, leaving him to question what was going on “behind the curtain.” 

As for Mayor Doherty’s comment about giving the councilman the information in private, Councilman Bean 
said, “I’ve been asking him for information for an entire year, and I’ve been given incomplete information.”  

He continued, “I’m tired of running around, so I OPRA requested it.” 

The information, the councilman said, is public information, and “as a councilman I can’t even get public 
information without the mayor going after me.” 

Borough attorney Michael DuPont said the information the councilman wants is public information. The 
attorney also said it would be helpful if Councilman Bean withdrew his request and rewrote the request, which 
could then include the provision of citing some donors as “anonymous,” and naming entities, like the schools, 
as recipients of the gift cards. The councilman had said earlier in the discussion that he would be willing to 
rewrite the request.  

However, Councilman Bean said after the meeting he decided he will not be rewriting the request. 

“I need all this information now,” he said. 

At the meeting, Councilman Bean said he would be willing to extend the deadline of when the OPRA request 
needs to be fulfilled from Jan. 3 to Jan. 8.  

	  


