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Voters get final say on pavilions
Town to hold referendum that will cost
$20,000
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — In an effort to keep Epic Group as the contractor
that will rebuild Belmar’s beachfront pavilions and save the
money it would cost to re-bid the project, the borough has
decided to bite the bullet and spend $20,000 to hold a
referendum this summer so voters can choose whether
taxpayers should incur the debt to finance the buildings.

“If we miss this timeframe we lose the lowest bidder, who’s
also a proven contractor who’s done great work,” such as
rebuilding the boardwalk, Mayor Matt Doherty said.

Epic Group was awarded the contract to rebuild the Fifth and
10th Avenue pavilions for about $5 million.

However, Mayor Doherty said Epic Group advised the mayor it
would pull out of the project if the borough waited until
November to let the voters decide.

The special election stems from a petition that was filed by
borough residents on May 27, seeking for the $7 million bond

ordinance that will finance the 10th
and Fifth Avenue pavilions to be placed on the ballot in November so voters can
choose whether taxpayers should incur the debt.

The Fifth Avenue Pavilion is planned to be a community building, while the 10th
Avenue pavilion is planned to host emergency services.

This is the third petition filed by borough residents related to the pavilions, and the
third bond ordinance approved by the governing body related to the pavilions.

The petition was certified at the June 4 council meeting.

According to the state statute the petition was filed under, the referendum is to be held during the next
general election, in this case in November, unless the governing body chooses to hold a special election.

This is a different statute than what the mayor incorrectly cited at the June 4 council meeting; that particular
statute would have obligated the town to hold a special election, as it called for a referendum to be held
within a certain date of the petition’s filing.

Instead of holding the referendum in November, the borough has chosen to hold a special election in July or
August, which will cost taxpayers about $20,000.

By doing so, Mayor Doherty said the borough is potentially saving taxpayers hundreds of thousands of dollars
that would be at risk if the project went out to bid again.

“We’re choosing the lesser of two evils that is being presented to us because of the petition,” Mayor Doherty
said, noting he believes the referendum will approve the bond ordinance and the pavilions can be rebuilt by
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Voters will have the final say on whether
several beachfront pavilions damaged in
Hurricane Sandy, like the 10th Avenue Pavilion
[above], will be rebuilt. Photo courtesy DAVID
TURTON
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summer 2015.

He also said this referendum sets a “dangerous precedent” for the future, and makes him uneasy about moving
forward with a bond to remedy flooding issues at Lake Como, which is the project the borough was going to
bond for next.

There is a “potential for an extra $20,000 cost every time we go out to bond for something,” he said.

In addition, the mayor said several residents have approached him, verbally and in writing, telling him they felt
pressured to sign the petition and expressed their desire to remove their name from the petition.

Belmar resident Katrina Clapsis, who helped circulate the petition, said she thinks that is an “absolutely
ridiculous statement.”

“I don’t believe that’s a true statement, and if [residents] did feel that I would think that would be a sad
thing,” she said.

As for the special election, Ms. Clapsis said, “we would in no way, shape or form like a special election when
we have the opportunity do it in November.”

Ms. Clapsis said the petitioners are not against rebuilding the pavilions, rather they want to know the
breakdown of the expenses for each pavilion.

“We would like the opportunity to vote on our expenditures,” she said.

Vincent Ehmann, who is on the petition committee, also believes the borough should wait until November.

We can wait until the general election. [The mayor is] the one that brought up the $20,000. Now, he’s the one
forcing us to spend the $20,000, and he’s going to try to make us look bad for having a voter petition.”

Mr. Ehmann said if the $7 million was the only indebtedness incurred, “that’s one conversation, but we have
millions of dollars of indebtedness” from all the borough’s projects.

He also said he wants Epic Group to pull out of the project because of the change order that came from the
boardwalk project.

But, he said, “I don’t know if there’s any worthy contractor who wants to get involved with Belmar anymore.”

In 2013, the borough passed a change order that increased the cost of the boardwalk from $6.6 million to $8
million. The increase in cost was came from unforseen circumstances, according to Birdsall Services Group,
such as a new ramp design and additional material. BSG is the former borough engineering firm.

FINANCING THE PAVILIONS

According to the mayor, the residents who filed the petition are “arguing” over 68 cents, per resident, per
month, over the course of 20 years.

The mayor said he arrived at that figure by deducting the $484,000 from insurance and the $3.68 million the
Federal Emergency Management Agency has told the borough it would be reimbursed from the $7 million bond.

This leaves about $2.84 million to be paid.

If the Monmouth County Superior Court rules the remaining $2.84 million must be split between the current and
beach funds — with each incurring about $1.42 million — then the borough would pay off a portion of the
current fund’s $1.42 million using the over $700,000 the town got through the Buy a Board Campaign, the
mayor said.

There is pending litigation pertaining to the pavilions in county court that will determine how the pavilion
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financing will be allocated between the current and beach funds. Where the money will be allocated will be
determined once the pavilions are built. The litigation was brought by Belmar residents after the town tried to
put the whole pavilion bond against the beach fund.

Once that $700,000 is used for the current fund — and not factoring in concession revenue or renting the space
in the Fifth Avenue pavilion — Mayor Doherty said the borough would amortize the remaining $719,000 over 20
years with a 3-percent interest rate, for a total of $957,170 to be paid back.

Dividing that figure by the number of residents in town, the term of amortizing the funds and the months in a
year, each resident would owe 68 cents per month for 20 years to rebuild the two pavilions, Mayor Doherty
said.

This is the “worst-case scenario,” he said.

Mr. Ehmann said he believes it is premature to say it will only cost the residents 68 cents per month.

“I have no assurances that history will not repeat itself and we won’t end up with all kinds of unforseen costs,”
like what happened during the boardwalk construction, he said.

Mayor Doherty said the borough has no specific date for the election yet, as it is waiting to hear back from its
attorney on the next step.

RESIDENTS' OPINIONS

During the June 4 council meeting, several residents spoke out about the pavilions.

“If you don’t build that public safety building at 10th Avenue and Ocean, you’re doing us a tremendous
disservice,” said Fran Hines, director of emergency medical services. He said this would be a disservice as the
emergency medical service team is based out of a trailer for the second year in a row.

Belmar resident Dave Schneck, of C Street, said it is the council that has insisted on having only one bond to
finance the pavilions, when residents have asked the project be split into two bonds.

“It’s this council that has resisted splitting them and cause unnecessary delay in the construction of the public
safety building by tying Taylor to it,” Mr. Schneck said, urging the council to separate the pavilions and get the
10th Avenue pavilion rebuilt.
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