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Residents speak out about beach pavilions
Petition presented to council calling for a referendum
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — Hundreds of residents attended the Aug. 7 council meeting to voice their opinions on the pavilion
reconstruction project — which was on the agenda — as well as listen to what the council and others had to say
on the matter.

The issue has spurred a heated debate in town as several dozen residents took to the streets the week or so
before the meeting, garnering signatures for a petition, which they presented to the council at the meeting.

THE PAVILIONS

When Hurricane Sandy, it decimated the beachfront, including the four pavilions located there.

Since the hurricane, the pavilions have been demolished and the borough, with the
help of an advisory committee, has been redesigning the buildings.

The borough originally intended to have three of the pavilions — the Fifth, Eighth and
10th Avenue pavilions— reconstructed for summer 2014.

However, after hearing input from residents and news that the Federal Emergency
Management Agency [FEMA] denied Avon $746,226 to rebuild its two pavilions, the
plans were scaled back to move forward, for now, on only two of the pavilions. Those
pavilions are the Taylor Pavilion [Fifth Avenue] and the 10th Avenue Pavilion [see
related story].

“We’ve modified what we’re looking to do because we heard you and we listened,” Mayor Matt Doherty said.

The 10th Avenue Pavilion will be home to one concession stand and public services — police, first aid and
lifeguards — and will be rebuilt on the same footprint as what previously existed. The Taylor Pavilion, which is
a community building, will also be rebuilt on the same footprint, but is expected to have a second story, which
did not exist in the former pavilion.

THE PETITION

During the petition portion of the council meeting, attorney Ken Pringle, former Belmar mayor, presented a
petition with 519 signatures to the council on behalf of Let the Citizens Decide.

Let the Citizens Decide, a group of Belmar residents, walked around town garnering signatures for a petition
that calls for the borough to adopt an ordinance that requires voter approval for the pavilion plans.

A proposed ordinance may be submitted to the council via a petition that is signed by at least 15 percent of the
total amount of voters who cast votes in the municipality during the last election at which members of the
General Assembly were elected, according to state statute.

At the last such election, which was held in November 2012, Belmar had 2,069 people who cast their vote,
which means 310 signatures were needed to present the petition to council.

The petition asks for an ordinance authorizing a public vote on any pavilion that is greater than one story,
unless the entire portion of the building above the first story is designed and intended only to be used by
lifeguards or other public safety personnel.
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“I think what’s reprehensible, mayor, is that for the first time in 23 years the citizens of Belmar have had to
resort to an initiative petition to be heard on an issue as important as the one before you tonight,” Mr. Pringle
said.

Joy DeSanctis, a Belmar resident who is coordinating the petition effort, said many residents have experienced
emotional and financial hardship since Sandy. Through this, she said, came a “strong bonding and a firm
determination” to continue living in their homes and Belmar, which is why residents will not let decisions be
made “without their voice being heard.”

“We celebrate Belmar with the most dedicated conviction to make sure this town represents family and a
continued quality of life that we can afford,” Ms. DeSanctis said.

Ms. DeSanctis said Let the Citizens Decide is not against rebuilding the pavilions, rather they would like to have
a say in what is rebuilt, specifically when it comes to proposed second floors of the buildings.

During the meeting, Mayor Doherty spoke about the petition, saying flyers handed out about the petition were
“blatantly” misinforming residents and included “lies.” He also said several residents have approached him
asking for their names to be taken off the petition.

These lies, he said, included saying that the miniature golf course at the Belmar Marina was losing money.

The mayor said he spoke to Bob Cooper, president of Chef’s International, who operates the miniature golf
course, who said they were not losing money.

Later in the meeting, Councilman Jim Bean said he also spoke to Mr. Cooper who said they were losing money.

After the meeting, Mr. Cooper said Chef’s International does not share information, such as sales or profits. He
added that Chef’s International is “happy” to be operating the miniature golf course and he feels that it is a
“great thing” for Belmar.

Mayor Doherty said if those walking around with the petition had gone around asking for $20 instead, that
would have been $10,000 to benefit families in town.

“Imagine actually doing something positive with that time as opposed to walking around and spreading
misinformation,” the mayor said.

Mayor Doherty said Belmar is a small town, and residents should be working together and getting behind each
other.

After the meeting, the mayor said “by putting our Sandy recovery on the ballot [it] will politicize it,” and he
does not believe it is a good idea to make it a political issue.

Michael DuPont, borough attorney, said now that the petition has been accepted by the council, April Claudio,
the borough clerk, will verify the signatures.

The petition is nonbinding, Mr. DuPont said, meaning that the council can take it into consideration, but does
not have to legally act on it.

“It doesn’t stop any future votes,” he said.

Ms. DeSanctis said Let the Citizens Decide is waiting to see whether or not the borough will act on the petition.

“If the mayor and council fail to comply with Faulkner Act by either adopting the proposed ordinance or
agreeing to put it on the ballot, the petitioners will have no alternative but to file suit,” she said. The Faulkner
Act is the state statute by which residents are able to file a petition with the governing body.

Let the Citizens Decide is planning on filing a second petition with the borough about bond ordinances.
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COUNCIL MEMBERS' OPINIONS

Council President Claire Deicke said she is pleased with the modifications to the pavilion plans.

She also said there was misinformation disseminated about the boardwalk buildings, and it has “certainly”
divided the community “in a way that no one would anticipate.”

Residents who are now “understanding what is happening with the buildings” are asking for their names to be
removed from the petition, Councilwoman Deicke said, noting that in the future she hopes residents will
contact borough employees, such as Ms. Connolly, for information.

Councilwoman Jennifer Nicolay also said there was misinformation being spread, and when residents came to
her house, she told them that.

Councilman Brian Magovern said people should be asking whether “a one-story pavilion will be right for Belmar
in the years to come,” not whether it is right for Belmar today.

Over the years, Belmar has been redeveloped, with many multi-story buildings replacing beach bungalows in
town and smaller buildings on Main Street.

“The council must consider the needs of the entire community for years to come,” Councilman Magovern said.

Councilman  Bean said he does not care if there are two stories at Taylor Pavilion and that he finds it
reasonable for the residents to vote on the issue.

RESIDENTS' OPINION

The council meeting heated up last week, lasting more than five hours, with many residents voicing their
opinions, with some residents for the current plans and others hoping the plans would be put up to a public
vote.

All residents were for rebuilding the pavilions themselves.

Some residents questioned why the borough wanted to proceed with the pavilions, despite residents speaking
out, calling for a vote, and others asked for additional information.

Bill Merkler, of Second Avenue, said to put off such a huge decision would be smart as residents are “unhappy.”

Later, Mr. Merkler asked Councilman Magovern and Mayor Doherty, who both sit on the planning board, whether
they would accept an application that does not have all the answers, such as where garbage would go or if the
current water and sewer connection could handle a larger building.

“I couldn’t see two planning board members making a vote on something they don’t have all the numbers on,”
he said.

Chris Lemoult said he commends the town for all it has done since Sandy.

Now, though, “can we take a pause and really look at key priorities in town,” he said, noting there are issues
with Lake Como and Silver Lake, which have a habit of overflowing during inclement weather.

Mr. Lemoult said he would like to see the cost of not only how much it is to build the pavilions, but how much it
will cost to maintain them as well.

Mark Fitzgerald, of Surf Avenue, said the difference between a first and second floor is “not that big of a deal.”
Mr. Fitzgerald sits on the advisory committee.

“Something has to be done here. The do nothing approach is not the right decision here,” he said.
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Let the Citizens Decide member Fred Marziano, of Second Avenue, said it does not matter if the funding for the
pavilions comes from the beach utility because “it’s all one pocket. It’s Belmar’s pocket.”

If the mayor is “so confident” the taxpayers would not have to pay for the pavilions, then why is there a
stipulation saying so in the ordinance, he asked.

According to the bond ordinance, “the borough shall be obligated to levy ad valorem taxes upon all the taxable
real property within the Borough for the payment of the obligations and the interest thereon without limitation
of rate or amount.”

“I am neither for or against a two-story building,” Mr. Marziano said. “I am for the people making the decision,
not a single group of three or four or five people making the decision on our behalf.”

Mayor Doherty said residents should trust the governing body based on past performance. In the case of the
boardwalk, the governing body said the $20 million to fund the boardwalk would not be born on the taxpayers,
and it was not.

“I think that entitles us to a level of trust from the residents as we go forward with these buildings,” he said.

Lawrence E. Reynolds, of Ninth Avenue, said one reason the petition came about was that Belmar residents
wanted to be heard again. Mr. Reynolds is a member of Let the Citizens Decide.

He said since Sandy, residents did not have a choice in a lot, such as losing power, not having heat, having a
curfew, streets being blocked off, carrying identification and no access to Ocean Avenue.

“I think, finally, we said with the pavilions that we were shown, ‘please let us have a say. Please let us have a
vote on this one,’” Mr. Reynolds said.

Joseph Mangione, of South Lake Drive, said he personally does not want a second floor.

He said he understood why the borough moved quickly with the boardwalk, since it made sense economically.

But “this is a 100 year decision” for the pavilions, Mr. Mangione said. “To take a few more months to get all the
facts and let people decide doesn’t seem like an unreasonable point of view.”

Dom Paragano, of Seventh Avenue, asked whether the governing body would table the vote until residents see
all the costs and the borough can guarantee residents that they will not bare the cost.

Mayor Doherty said if the borough is “wildly wrong” about the cost and it cannot be paid for out of the beach
utility, “absolutely it would be foolish to move forward with that.”

While some residents hoped the governing body would hold off on the pavilions until it went to a public vote,
others wanted the governing body to proceed.

Bill Young, a Ninth Avenue resident and former Belmar borough administrator, said during Hurricane Sandy a
“bomb” went off on the beach and boardwalk.

Since then, the boardwalk has been rebuilt and temporary concession stands have been put in place, making
the beachfront back in business, he said.

Now, it is time to address the pavilions.

“We need to be progressive. None of this 1950’s style thinking,” Mr. Young said.

The petition is “fake,” a “bad PR campaign” and “about 1950’s strategy, Soviet Union thinking,” Mr. Young said,
noting he “smells jealousy in the progress” the governing body has made since Sandy.

Brendan Read, of Ninth Avenue, feels there is an “urgency” to get Taylor Pavilion back as many Belmar

Star News Group (08.15.13): Residents speak out about beach p... http://starnewsgroup.com/weekly/2013/08.15.13/residents_sp_0...

4 of 5 8/25/13 7:57 PM



organizations remain displaced and keep relocating their meetings.

Mark Pfeifer, of Fifth Avenue, said he thinks it would be a “shame” if Taylor Pavilion did not get built.

“Whether one or two stories, Taylor needs to be built,” but if it is put to a vote it might not be, he said, noting
he does not want to take that chance.
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