 Report on the Friends of Sleepy Hollow (FOSH) community meeting to discuss the Plainfield Municipal Utilities Authority, held at the Plainfield Public Library, at 7 p.m. on Tuesday 12 May. 
FOSH is planning a follow up community meeting, free and open to all, in approximately the third week of September to determine whether questions raised in May were answered.

Moderator Tom Glynn, president FOSH, conducted the 12 May meeting.
Representing the PMUA:  Howard Smith, general superintendent of operations, and Erin Donnelly, public information officer. They were invited to bring printed materials about PMUA for distribution to those attending, which they do. (Please note: the person arranging this meeting for FOSH began negotiating with PMUA officials in March in hopes Eric Watson, PMUA executive director, or David Wynn, his deputy, would attend.)

Also invited were the mayor of Plainfield, all City Council members, all PMUA commissioners, the Democratic and Republican city chairmen, the Union County freeholders, the State Senator and both Assembly members representing Plainfield, the U.S. Congressman and both U.S. Senators. Candidates for mayor were also invited. Notices were sent to all block associations in the City. Five hundred fliers were prepared and made available at City Hall, the Plainfield Public Library, the Block Association Coordinating Council meeting, League of Women Voters and other places.  The Courier News had an article mentioning the meeting the day before, and The Star-Ledger sent a reporter. All local blogs were notified, and bloggers Dan Damon and Bernice Paglia attended. Philip Charles publicized the meeting on his website dumppmua.com.

About 100 members of the public attended, including representatives from Netherwood Neighbors, VanWyck Brooks Historic District, Hillside Avenue Neighborhood Watch, Council President Rashid Burney and Assemblyman/Democratic Municipal Chairman Jerry Green, League of Women Voters President Herb Green.

Tom Glynn opened the meeting by thanking everyone who attended and explaining FOSH wanted to provide “”an opportunity for public discussion.” He introduced Howard Smith and Erin Donnelly Smith said there were forms on a table at the back of the room on which audience members could pose questions about PMUA. He said he would do his best get answers to the written queries.

Glynn asked Philip Charles to provide background on PMUA.
Charles has done extensive research on PMUA. He maintains the website www.DumpPMUA.com. His email is info@dumppmua.com. His telephone is (908) 998-2751 with is accessible in English and Spanish. Charles has filed a suit in Superior Court against PMUA.

Charles explained he began his efforts when the PMUA quarterly charge went from $191 to $259, a 20 percent increase, and the sewer fee rose 14 percent. He said he  tried unsuccessfully to obtain information from PMUA about this and about requirements for opting out of PMUA services. His suit alleges that the agency’s legal advertisement about potential rate increases did not comply with state statutes, that the retroactive increase is illegal and several other violations of law.

Charles said the people who have contacted him to agree with his complaints range in age from 20 to 80.  He said the agency has issued 2,000 notices of fines – called service fees – in the first quarter for such things as failure to return the trash bin in a timely manner. He complained that he has to file an open public records act request to look at PMUA minutes.
He said PMUA brings in about $3.2 million a year for what are called “solid waste shared services” plus another $1.2 million from the city to collect trash from city buildings, city parks and street trash bins, while “audits show the service costs $170,000.” (Residents who ‘opt-out’ and pay a private carting company to take away their trash and recyclable materials must pay a quarterly ‘shared services’ fee to PMUA, as do all customers as part of their quarterly bills, although this is not broken out.) (The PMUA shared services charge is $63 a quarter.)
Charles drew applause when he asked why people should pay sanitary sewer fees for watering their lawns and why it is necessary for an inspector in a car to follow PMUA trucks and crews. He also discussed a recent trip to Oakland, Calif., which cost $25,000 and involved 12 PMUA commissioners and management personnel, who, in addition to hotel costs, conference registration and air fare, received as much as $140 a day for meals and incidental charges. Watson has defended the trip, and said PMUA will send representatives to two more conventions this year, one in Las Vegas, the other in southern California. (The Courier News carried an article about the trip and an editorial criticizing it. The Star-Ledger had an article.)   

Glynn asked how many people in the audience had paid a “roll back fee” for cans left at the curb too long. He asked how many had been paid an “extra bag” fee, even after PMUA has not collected trash, especially during holiday periods. In each case, hands went up around the room.

Smith explained that if a lid is ajar raccoons and other animals can create “unseemly, unhealthy conditions.” A woman pointed out that raccoons can get into even closed bins. Smith said animals knock the binds over.

Someone said she never fills her bin because she generates little trash. Someone else said he travels extensively and in some instances the PMUA might pick up nothing from his curbs for weeks at a time. Yet when he held a wine-tasting fund-raiser for the Friends of the Library, he was cited for putting out too much trash.

Smith said residents should call PMUA in such cases. “If you’re having a party, we’ll make special arrangements.”

Someone else asked how her water bills can be $112, yet her sewer bill is $400 for the same period.

Someone asked if Smith and Donnelly were taking notes of the questions raised.

A local resident asked why sewer bills are not based on the two quarters of the year when people are not filling pools and watering lawns. “You’re not taking the water away. God is,” said a Rahway Road resident.

Donnelly said residents should contact PMUA to ask for removal of charges for “first offenses.” When Smith started a statement by saying, “When I lived in Plainfield…,” the crowd hooted.

Smith and Donnelly said customers can avoid an extra bag charge by storing garbage in their garages.

Someone asked why PMUA needs seven commissioners. “Phase out five of the commissioners,” someone said. Choose the remaining commissioners for “education and experience.”

Someone said the commissioners “should represent us,” the citizen and rate-payers. “If they’d do their jobs right, we wouldn’t be having this meeting.”

Someone asked why PMUA needs five offices, which represent four extra rentals and four extra overhead costs. An audience member offered to go to the PMUA facility at Rock Avenue pro bono and show the agency how to fit more trailers on the property.
Donnelly said, “That takes planning.” An audience member shot back, “Meanwhile, we’re paying the rent.”

Mr. Washington said, “I have personally seen people open up cans and throw stuff in,” meaning using other people’s curbside cans.

Someone asked why residents have to use bins supplied by PMUA. Smith said, “So collectors can identify them.”

Told by Smith to fill in a query form available on the back table, Washington said, “I’m not a guy to fill in a form.”” He said, “I voiced a complaint, and two days later I got a call from someone in PMUA offering me a job.”

Someone asked for the results of the survey PMUA distributed several months ago.

Smith said the survey asked how customers would feel about PMUA “picking up everything once a week.” Someone said, “The whole survey doesn’t make sense.”

Pansy ////// complained that rates vary depending on where a person lives in the City.

Smith and Donnelly pointed out PMUA has eliminated 20 positions. Someone asked how many of those were management personnel. Donnelly said, “We don’t have a breakdown.” She added, “Nobody likes a rate increase. Don’t go away thinking PMUA is a big bad wolf.”

Someone said, “It’s money out of my pocket I can’t afford.”

Glynn said FOSH would post an account of the meeting on the FOSH website and would follow up with PMUA.

A number of people praised the PMUA employees who do the work of collecting trash and recyclable materials. “The guys who pick up my garbage are great.”

Someone said, “Your financials should be online.”

Someone else complained, “The big guys didn’t show up. You’re all about the money. You take a vacation on my money. Not one big shot got laid off.”

Someone asked whether Smith and Donnelly attended the convention in Oakland. Donnelly did; Smith didn’t, although Charles said Smith was scheduled to go.

“What was learned there that couldn’t be learned in New Jersey?” someone asked. Donnelly said, “leadership, going green, collaboration. It was information about professional development.”

Assemblyman Green said he has asked for a state audit of PMUA. He arrived, indicated he wanted to address the audience, then left.

Someone said, “Green has a lot of influence on who gets appointed” as a PMUA commissioner.
Someone asked why alternates get paid as much as other commissioners. Commissioners receive about $4500 a year, plus full medical, dental and life insurance which an audience member said represents about $15,000 a commissioner paid by customers.

Returning to the issue of the convention in Oakland, Charles said, PMUA “is already planning to send people” to more conventions.

“Most companies will send one person,” someone said.

Charles said, “There were expenditures for golf, spa treatments and wine tastings.”

Charles said, “The people who are rubber stamping (the trip, that is the commissioners), got to go.”

A lawyer who works for the State of New Jersey said state government has had a ban on out-of-state travel for four years.” She said when she wants to attend something for professional development, she pays her own costs.

The man who lives on Rahway Road said he has been in the travel business for many years. “No one is going out of town, big banks, big companies.”
Someone said, “Plainfield is not unique. Has anyone ever compared our costs to other towns’.”

Someone else asked who sent Smith and Donnelly to the evening. “Mr. Ervin,” was the answer.

Bernice Paglia asked who is president of the New Jersey affiliate of  the Forum of Black Public Administrators, the convention the group attended in Oakland? Donnelly said, “Don Davis.” Davis is a former city council member affiliated with the mayor and the regular Democratic party
(This meeting was covered in The Star-Ledger on 14 May 2009 in an article by Tracee Herbaugh. The headline was “Plainfield utilities officials get earful,” with a subhead, 
”Residents vent, clap and offer cost-cut tips.”)

Council President Rashid Burney has invited the PMUA commissioners to discuss relevant issues at a council meeting on 27 July at 8 p.m. in the municipal courtroom at Police Headquarters, the corner of East Fourth Street and Watchung Avenue. As is usual practice, members of the public will be allowed to ask questions and make comments at the conclusion of the meeting.  

Account written by Pat Turner Kavanaugh, secretary of FOSH. 
.

