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Attorney General’s Office investigating
town’s actions
On contract awarded to companies mayor’s wife has ties to
By Haley Behre

BELMAR — The New Jersey Attorney General’s Office is investigating a contract for debris cleanup awarded to a
company the mayor’s wife has ties to.

The matter was referred to the Attorney General’s office from the state Department of Community Affairs
[DCA], after Councilman Jim Bean filed an ethics complaint against Mayor Matt Doherty last year.

In May 2012, Councilman Bean filed an ethics complaint with the DCA’s Local Finance Board alleging the mayor
violated a law when Belmar hired Florida-based AshBritt and Branchburg-based Ferreira Construction to do
debris cleanup after Hurricane Sandy.

After the storm hit, Belmar hired AshBritt and Ferreira Construction for debris cleanup. Soon after, questions
surrounded that decision since Mayor Matt Doherty’s wife, Maggie Moran, has ties to both companies.

Mayor Doherty recused himself from all votes related to AshBritt and Ferreira.

Mrs. Moran is the president and chief executive officer of M Public Affairs, which was
retained by Conti Group to conduct an “education campaign” regarding the state
contract with AshBritt that the Christie Administration implemented, she said, noting
AshBritt partnered with Conti Group.

Mrs. Moran said at the time that Ferreira Construction is a client of M Public Affairs
and M Public Affairs focuses on increasing the company’s opportunities in New York
state only.

It is because of those ties, and the borough’s decision to hire those two companies,
that Councilman Bean filed an ethics complaint.

“As a duly elected member of the Borough Council of Belmar, it is my duty to ensure that the decisions made
by the local government officials or employees do not violate the ethics law and expose the municipal
taxpayers to potential liability,” Councilman Bean wrote in the ethics complaint.

The complaint continued by saying Mayor Doherty and his wife hold influence over local government officials.

“Because of their influence, it is my fear that taxpayers in Belmar, who suffered incredible losses as a result of
Sandy, may not be getting the best deal for their cleanup dollars,” it stated.

The complaint has been referred to the State of New Jersey’s Statewide Sandy Fraud Working Group, according
to a letter written by the DCA on Aug. 29. The letter was sent to the mayor.

The fraud working group is within the Department of Law and Public Safety, which the Office of the Attorney
General has jurisdiction over.

Jeff Lamm, spokesman for the Division of Consumer Affairs, said they “can’t confirm or deny the existence of
any investigation in regards to AshBritt or any other company.” The Division of Consumer Affairs is part of the
Office of the Attorney General.
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The Local Finance Board closed the matter without prejudice because the board “shall not process a complaint
on a matter which is pending in a court of law or administrative agency of the State.” A complaint can be
refiled with the finance board at the conclusion of the review by the fraud working group, according to the
letter.

The DCA cannot discuss the matter until 30 days after the mailing of a notice of dismissal, said Tammori Petty,
DCA’s director of communications.

Councilman Bean said he is indifferent about the results of the investigation.

“I’m just looking out for the taxpayer as my duty as a councilman,” he said, noting he did his duty, so the
“ball’s in their court.”

Mayor Doherty said, “Jim Bean filed a false allegation against me in the form of an ethics complaint.”

“As with the other false allegations made by Councilman Bean, this too will be dismissed once it’s reviewed,”
he said.

ANOTHER COMPLAINT FILED

In September 2012, Councilman Bean filed another ethics complaint against the mayor and borough attorney
Michael DuPont in relation to a backhouse ordinance.

Last year, the governing body voted to eliminate the age restriction on the use of accessory dwelling units,
meaning a habitable residential dwelling other than the primary one. Those wishing to renovate their primary
home must tear down the accessory dwelling unit or rent it to someone 62 years old or older, under the
ordinance.

The governing body unanimously passed an ordinance eliminating that age restriction in June, but had to
revote after it came to light that Councilman Bean owned an accessory dwelling unit himself. The decision to
re-introduce the ordinance, and have Councilman Bean recuse himself from the vote, came at the advice of
borough attorney Mr. DuPont.

When it came time to cast his vote, Councilman Bean cast his, against Mr. DuPont’s advice.

The councilman filed the ethics complaint, alleging the mayor and borough attorney used “their official
positions to unfairly and impermissibly tarnish my reputation in the attempt to provide my opponent with an
electoral advantage over me when I run for re-election.”

The matter against the mayor and borough attorney were dismissed, according to letters written by the DCA on
Aug. 29. The DCA determined the mayor and borough attorney’s actions were within their positions, according
to the letters of dismissal. Mr. DuPont’s letter also stated the DCA did not have jurisdiction to determine if he
can direct a municipal clerk, April Claudio, to strike a council person’s vote.

Mayor Doherty had also filed a complaint against Councilman Bean related to this matter, asking the DCA to
investigate the councilman’s actions.

That, too, was dismissed.

According to the letter of dismissal dated Sept. 3, Councilman Bean was warranted, since he is a council
member, to partake in discussion and votes related to matters before the council. It also states that the Local
Government Ethics Law was not violated because “it does not appear that you [Councilman Bean] derive a
benefit from the subject Ordinance.”

“It baffles me that a computer guy [the councilman was referencing himself, as he works on computers for
Stavola Companies, based in Tinton Falls] can read and interpret law better than our borough attorney can,”
Councilman Bean said. “It is so baffling that it’s easy to reach the conclusion he is giving the Belmar Council
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advice based on political motivations and cronyism and not a factual bases. Since he was so wrong on this
decision, what else is he advising that is going to turn out to be false?”

Mayor Doherty said the dismissal of his ethics complaint sets a “dangerous precedent that a member of council
can disregard legal advice from the borough attorney when it comes to recusing themselves.”

Mr. DuPont could not be reached for comment.
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