
The Coast Star (12/13/2012): Boardwalk fix $8 
million cheaper than estimate 

Belmar only town to include union clause, mayor calls those who do not 
‘foolish’ 

 

Workers continue to prepare the beachfront in Belmar for the new 1.3-mile boardwalk. Belmar’s council was expected to award a 
contract for the project at its meeting last night. Photo by SUEANNE GOSS, STAR NEWS GROUP 

By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — As the borough begins to move forward with repairs and reconstruction from the damage caused 
by Hurricane Sandy, one of the main priorities is restoring the boardwalk, which was partially or mostly 
destroyed in most sections. 

Belmar had estimated the boardwalk replacement would cost up to $15 million and a sea wall would cost up to 
$9 million. However, when the bids came in, the lowest bid was $6.6 million from Epic Management Inc., in 
Piscataway, for the boardwalk.  

Epic Management also bid the lowest — $4.5 million — for the sea wall. 

Belmar is the only borough in the area to add a union clause to its contract, requiring the chosen contractor to 
use only union workers. 

BELMAR'S BOARDWALK 

The former Belmar boardwalk was 1.2 miles long. When Hurricane Sandy hit, the boardwalk was washed away, 
breaking into pieces. Most of the foundation was left damaged or destroyed, said Paul Calabrese, an engineer 
with Birdsall Services Group that is working as the borough’s engineer. 

“We’re replacing 100 percent of [the boardwalk],” Mr. Calabrese said, including creating a new foundation. 

The new, 1.3-mile boardwalk will be the same height as the former boardwalk and will be built with hurricane 
straps, which are meant to ensure wind and storm surges do not rip the boardwalk off its base. 



Mr. Calabrese said the reason the replacement is so expensive is because the borough has to replace the entire 
boardwalk, which is 30 feet wide.  

“There is no other boardwalk that is totally gone,” he said, comparing Belmar’s boardwalk damage to other 
neighboring towns. 

The borough also has a project to create a 30-foot steel sheeting sea wall on the ocean side of the boardwalk, 
said Colleen Connolly, borough administrator, noting 26 feet of the sheathing will be underground, while 4 feet 
will be above ground.  

“The concept is that it would block, if not all, most of the tidal surge and keep the flood waters out of town,” 
she said. 

This project was estimated to cost around $9 million, she said, but came in at half the price. 

FINANCING THE BOARDWALK 

To finance the boardwalk, Belmar’s council unanimously approved an ordinance recently, authorizing the 
issuance of $20 million in bonds or notes. A total of $17 million of the bond was projected to finance repairs 
and cleanup at the beachfront, while the remaining $3 million was for debris cleanup throughout town. 

Mr. Calabrese estimated $15 million of the $17 million earmarked for the beachfront would be used for 
boardwalk construction, while the remaining $2 million would be used for items such as landscaping and 
railings at the ramps. 

However, when the bids came back to the borough earlier this week, the borough engineer’s estimate was way 
off as the lowest bid came in at $6.6 million. That bid came from from Epic Management Inc., based in 
Piscataway. 

When asked why the borough engineer’s estimate was off by so much, Ms. Connolly said, “it’s not a matter of 
the engineer being so far off.”  

Ms. Connolly said the engineer’s estimate was “safe” and the project saw “aggressive bidding.” 

“The environment called for lower bids, which is always good to see,” she said. 

When asked if the bond amount would change as a result of the lower bid, Ms. Connolly said “the bond will 
stand.” 

Mayor Matt Doherty said the borough will do everything to the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s 
[FEMA] guidelines, as it is important the borough gets reimbursed at least 75 percent by FEMA for the project, 
which is the going rate.  

The remaining 25 percent, or $5 million, will be paid off by the borough’s beach utility, he said. He added that 
Gov. Chris Christie and others are advocating to push that threshold to 90 percent paid by FEMA and 10 
percent by the local towns. 

The extra one-tenth of one mile the borough plans on adding to the boardwalk is not expected to be reimbursed 
by FEMA as the agency only reimburses municipalities to replace what was existing, Mayor Doherty said, 
noting the borough understands that and is budgeting for it. The extra length will be constructed on the southern 
portion of the boardwalk near Spring Lake. 



PROJECT LABOR AGREEMENT 

In Belmar’s bid specifications for the boardwalk, there is a project labor agreement [PLA], or union clause, 
which, according to Mayor Doherty, is the first time the borough is using this since he has been a member of the 
council. He joined the council in January 2007.  

The mayor said the borough normally does not use PLAs, but this is “probably the largest public works project 
in the history of Belmar.”  

According to the bid specifications, the PLA states “bidders are advised that the awarded contractor will be 
required to negotiate a Project Labor Agreement with the Monmouth-Ocean County Building and Construction 
Trades Council, AFL-CIO [American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations] and 
required Union Affiliates.”  

According to National Right to Work’s website, www.nrtw.org/neutrality/na_6.htm, “A project labor agreement 
requires all contractors, whether they are unionized or not, to subject themselves and their employees to 
unionization in order to work on a government-funded construction project. This is done by including a union 
collective bargaining agreement in a public construction project’s bid specifications. In order to receive a 
contract, a contractor must sign the agreement and subject its employees to union control.” 

According to Christopher McKniff, FEMA public information officer for Monmouth County, FEMA guidelines 
for reimbursement allow local municipalities to operate how they generally would when working on a project. 

“The borough is not bound to union labor or prevailing wage in order to be reimbursed by FEMA,” he said, 
noting if a municipality uses those practices on a normal basis, then they are allowed to do so.  

And since Belmar normally uses workers that are paid at least the prevailing wage, which is set by local unions 
and is the average wage for a type of job in the region where the project is located, the borough is able to use 
such specifications in a project that will be reimbursed by FEMA.  

Mr. McKniff said although the PLA is not a normal practice of Belmar, it is still allowed.  

“All these projects are written in consultation with a FEMA project officer,” he said about all FEMA-related 
projects in general.  

Mayor Doherty said the borough has been working with FEMA throughout the process and the agency “offered 
no objections to how we are proceeding, and they knew full well we were putting in a PLA.” 

Mayor Doherty said a project “as large as this, when there is a PLA, is a union project absolutely.” 

He said that the contractor who gets this job will use union workers, which are required to be paid at least the 
prevailing wage.  

“We are requiring this,” Mayor Doherty said.  

By doing this, Mayor Doherty said, the borough is ensuring there are no work stoppages or strikes. It also 
ensures the contractor is using U.S. citizens, there are certified payrolls and the workers are properly trained for 
the task, the mayor added. 

“If we didn’t do this, we couldn’t guarantee it is done by the summer,” he said. 



Mayor Doherty added that it is “important to not only get [the boardwalk] done quickly and on time, but to last 
the test of time.” 

The mayor also said towns repairing their boardwalks and expecting to be reimbursed by FEMA would be 
“foolish” not to have a PLA. 

BIDS 

Twenty-three bids came into the borough for the boardwalk reconstruction project. Epic Management Inc., in 
Piscataway, was the lowest bidder with $6.6 million. The highest bidder was IEW Construction Group Inc., in 
Trenton, whose bid came in at $19.6 million. All 23 bidders had to perform work under a union, Ms. Connolly 
said.  

Epic Management Inc. also bid $4.5 million on the sea wall project, which was the lowest bid that came in for 
the sea wall project. There were 23 bids for this project, as well, and the highest bid was almost $14 million 
from IEW Construction Group, Inc., in Trenton.  

The borough is “advancing a recommendation” to award the sea wall project to the same company as the 
boardwalk project, Ms. Connolly said.  

Mayor Doherty said the borough has “done our due diligence on [Epic Construction] and they’re an outstanding 
firm.” 

The borough council was expected to vote on the resolution awarding the contract for both projects at its 
meeting last night.  

Ms. Connolly said once the council votes on the resolution, the borough will issue a notice to proceed for the 
boardwalk and its materials. No work will commence on the sea wall until FEMA has authorized funding for 
that project, she said. 

COMPARING BOARDWALKS 

In Sea Girt, the borough went out to bid on its boardwalk repairs on Monday. As of press time, the borough 
could not give an estimate of how much those repairs will cost, Mayor Ken Farrell said on Tuesday.  

“We are working on a number to authorize [Wednesday] night,” he said, regarding last night’s scheduled 
council meeting. 

The mayor said Sea Girt has “less work” than Spring Lake does for its boardwalk, but estimates the cost will be 
“more on the scale” of Spring Lake [$4 million] than Belmar. He said Belmar has “significant other projects,” 
that Sea Girt does not. 

“It’s not apples to apples,” Mayor Farrell said regarding cost comparison. 

Sea Girt is currently bidding for phase one of boardwalk repairs, which will encompass the stretch from the 
pavilion to New York Boulevard. Phase two will complete New York to Trenton Boulevard. 

While the lengths of the two boardwalks are relatively similar — Belmar’s will stretch 1.3 miles, while Sea 
Girt’s is three-quarters of one mile long — the Belmar boardwalk will be “twice as wide” as Sea Girt’s, Mayor 
Farrell said. Another difference between the two projects is Sea Girt boardwalk’s infrastructure is “largely 
intact,” he said, including the pilings. 



“Some [pilings] need attention paid to them,” he said, but “by and large, the infrastructure is intact.” 

While the boardwalk will see additions such as hurricane straps, it will be “essentially the same place,” the 
mayor said. 

The borough will also ensure “good, strong dunes” are constructed on the east side of the boardwalk to protect it 
during future storms. The mayor said the borough aims to have the boardwalk finished by July 4. 

Alan Bunting, borough administrator, said the borough did not put a union clause in its bid specifications, but 
would be going by prevailing wage. 

“We will meet all the criteria required by law,” he said. 

In Avon-by-the-Sea, nearly one-half of one mile of boardwalk will have to be repaired due to Hurricane Sandy. 

Though the borough has yet to bid the project, the total cost of the repairs are estimated to cost $2.5 million, 
according to borough administrator Tim Gallagher. 

When Avon does go out to bid for the boardwalk, Mr. Gallagher said “he does not anticipate” the borough will 
include a union clause in the proposal. 

In Manasquan, the borough does not have a boardwalk. Instead, it has a macadam walkway along its 
beachfront. 

The walkway also serves as an emergency access road for emergency vehicles. 

The borough has yet to go out to bid for the project, though it is estimated to cost roughly $675,000, according 
to Mayor George Dempsey. 

Mayor Dempsey said he does not anticipate using a union clause in the bid proposal. 

In Spring Lake, the governing body recently approved $4 million dollars in emergency appropriations to fix the 
borough’s boardwalk. 

FEMA will likely cover 75 percent of that cost, with the borough picking up the remaining 25 percent. 

However, while the borough approved an emergency appropriation of $4 million, Mayor Jennifer Naughton had 
said she only anticipated the borough actually spending around $1.2 to 1.6 million on storm-related expenses. 

According to Borough Administrator Bryan Dempsey, expenses at the Spring Lake boardwalk may be less than 
Belmar’s because though it was destroyed by the hurricane, the majority of its pilings are still standing. The 
boardwalk is just less than 2 miles long. 

“The majority of the pilings are still in the ground,” he said, making repairs less expensive than they are in 
Belmar. 

The $4 million includes repairs the entire boardwalk needs, including railings and the South End Pavilion, 
which was damaged. 

“The $4 million is to get us started,” Mr. Dempsey said. “We don’t know what the material costs will be, or the 
labor.” 



“All the surrounding towns will have a gauge of materials and labor costs because Belmar is getting bids back,” 
he said. “Every town is different on their approach to building their boardwalks.” 

Mr. Dempsey was unsure if the borough would use hurricane straps on the new boardwalk. 

“It will be up to our professionals to make that decision … if it is beneficial to have it strapped or not strapped 
down,” he said. “That will be their call.” 

With regard to a union clause, Mr. Dempsey said Spring Lake has “never put that clause in.” 

“The first I ever heard of it was with Belmar with their boardwalk,” he said. 

In Bradley Beach, the majority of the boardwalk consists of pavers, with a small wooden section at the south 
end that stretches about 600 feet, or one street block.  

This wooden section was the only part that was damaged in the storm. Repairing the section with new wood 
would cost at least $50,000, according to Public Works Supervisor Richard Bianchi.  

Mayor Julie Schreck said that the town plans to do most, if not all, of the repairs in-house, possibly replacing 
the wood with pavers or pavement for durability and lower costs. 

	  


