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City to buy back
guns on Saturday

In an attempt to reduce the
number of firearms within the
city, the Orange Police Depart-
ment will conduct another gun-
buyback program Saturday
from 4:30 to 8:30 p.m. in the
Church of the Epiphany, 105
Main St.

The officials said residents
who turn in firearms must trans-
port them unloaded and secured
in a locked box or trunk, or a
tied package. Call the depart-
ment at 973-266-4111 for addi-
tional information. 

Preschool signups
are in progress

Orange school officials have
begun to register children for
the city’s 2011-12 preschool
program.

City parents or guardians of
children who will be 3 or 4
years old by Oct. 1 can register
their children for the program in
late March and early April:

• Today and April 7 from 3
to 6 p.m.

• April 5 from 2 to 6 p.m.
• April 6 from 10 a.m. to 1

p.m.
An original birth certificate,

immunization record, and
proofs of residency must be
provided.

Contact the district’s Early
Childhood Department at 973-
677-4015, ext. 6059 for more
information. 

Parents’ conference
scheduled in April

Parents will have the oppor-
tunity to learn about education
issues during an April program.

Officials with the Orange
School District announced the
PTO/PTA/PTSA District Coun-
cil will present, “Raising the
Academic Bar II,” April 16 at 9
a.m. inside the Orange Prepara-
tory Academy.

Workshops, such as bullying
awareness and preparation for
state testing, will be presented.
Child care for children ages 5-
12 will be available.

Mayor: fire deal may save more money
Hawkins says estimates could be as high as $700,000

By Chris Sykes
Staff Writer

Mayor Eldridge Hawkins Jr. said he believes the
budget savings as a result of the agreement his admin-
istration reached with the city firefighters’ union will
be more than was previously reported.

Last week, based on comments from FMBA Local
10 President Elvin Padilla, the Orange Transcript
reported the agreement involved a savings of $197,000
plus additional concessions. The amount of the con-
cessions may be hard to determine since the figure is
fluid and based on need as determined by the circum-
stances which  firefighters would deal with on a case-
by-case basis.

Among the concessions were a five-day salary
deferral to be paid when an employee leaves the
department; 55 hours of holiday pay; treatment of
nonemergency overtime as compensatory time rather
than paid in cash; and a ban on using compensatory
time that would result in overtime payments.

City officials said the concessions, combined with
the layoffs of other municipal employees, allowed
them to close a $3 million budget gap. Hawkins had
presented a $54 million budget to the City Council that
included a 14 percent municipal tax increase prior to
the layoffs.

Hawkins said Padilla’s response was partially accu-
rate, but he said the savings in budget should be sub-
stantially more than what was  reported in the newspa-
per last week.

“In addition to the hard givebacks, you have to add
the savings of overtime now being earned as comp
time,” Hawkins said. “By my calculations the total

savings is approximately $700,000. That’s a big differ-
ence.”

Apparently, the exact amounts involved in the
agreement that returned 12 veteran firefighters who
had been laid off back to their job and allowed for the
hiring of 12 new firefighters to supplement their
depleted ranks may only be known to City Business
Administrator John Mason.  

City Councilman Rayfield Morton said the council
has sought detailed information about potential sav-
ings, but has not received anything. Morton said it
would be a continuation of the council’s frustration as
they try to work out the details of the proposed 2011
budget.

“We asked the mayor and the business administra-
tor how the deal would affect the budget, but they
never gave us any answers,” said Morton. “It’s frus-
trating because we’re trying to do the best job that we
can possibly do for the taxpayers, but we’re not getting
any cooperation from the administration.”

Hawkins said Morton and the rest of the council
might not like how things played out, but that is how
matters unfolded due to the city’s fiscal problems.

“It might seem like we have been less than forth-
coming with information or that we have taken too
long to get the budget done,” said Hawkins. “The fact
of the matter is that the numbers we have been dealing
with in regard to the budget have been changing based
on the amount of state aid, federal funding and other
grants, like the SAFER grant, that have to be figured
into the budget because they have an impact on the
bottom line, which is the tax rate our property owners
have to pay to fund city government.”
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Firefighter Elvin Padilla, president of FMBA Local 10,
discusses a labor agreement between city firefight-
ers and the administration during a press conference
last week.

School
hearings
pressed
Oliver objecting
to SDA decisions

By Chris Sykes
Staff Writer

While a group of officials, parents and
students who traveled to Trenton to
attend a meeting of the New Jersey
Schools Development Authority earlier
in March may not have been successful
after asking its members to reconsider
their decision not to advance the Cleve-
land Street School project, state legisla-
tors were paying attention.

Assembly Speaker Sheila Oliver
announced last week she would conduct
hearings to determine what criteria the
authority used to determine the 10 school
construction projects that would receive
the $584 million in funds.

A hearing conducted by the Assembly
Education Committee  between the Feb.
15 announcement on the schools and the
March 2 authority meeting did not satis-
fy Oliver.

“The recent Assembly Education
Committee hearing held with the head of
the SDA yielded no definitive or compre-
hensive reasoning or rationale in terms of
our state’s school construction strategy,”
Oliver said. “My concern is getting
schools built with a sensible plan that
helps educate our children and protects
taxpayers, and I’m not convinced we
have such a plan right now.

“I remain uncertain how the SDA
ranked the projects; whether the most
needed were selected; how need was
determined; and whether the selection
process followed laws governing school
construction.”

The biggest question, Oliver said, is
how 110 potential projects, including the
Cleveland Street School, were reviewed
and prioritized. Based on those decisions,
she said, 10 projects were chosen and
money was allocated for new buildings
and renovations in eight districts, but no
reasons for their selection were provided.

Gov. Chris Christie announced the
results of a “comprehensive review” had
resulted in the recommendation to
advance the 10 projects. At the time,
Christie said the projects were part of his
administration’s “complete revamping”
of the authority’s construction program.

He added they represented the “first-
ever” statewide prioritization of projects
designed to bring “accountability to the
spending of hundreds of millions of tax-
payer dollars annually for school
improvements and expansion.”

Assemblywoman Mila Jasey was
among the state legislators who initially
questioned the governor’s priorities.
Jasey said the decision not to move ahead
with the Cleveland Street School project,
despite the fact it had been in the SDA
production pipeline for nearly a decade,
was puzzling.

Overcoming obstacles As Alabama firefight-
ers did in 1965, a fire
truck blocks the path of
marchers from Orange
public schools during
Monday’s annual re-
enactment of the
famous civil rights jour-
ney from Selma to
Montgomery. Students
and staff from the dis-
trict’s were joined by
city officials in the walk
from City Hall to the
Orange Preparatory
Academy, where they
learned about the Rev.
Martin Luther King Jr.
and were urged to
practice his credo of
nonviolence.

A happier ending: Take 2 isn’t deja vu
By Chris Sykes

Staff Writer
Last week, Mayor Eldridge

Hawkins Jr. and Firefighter
Cleophas Bell appeared on televi-
sion again, but this time it was
under far better circumstances.

Prior to the March 22 press
conference to announce the rehir-
ing of Bell and 11 other firefight-
ers, the last time CNN came to
Orange, it was to document their
layoffs. The segment that aired as
a result of the interviews conduct-
ed with Bell and  Hawkins
showed how one small city was
being forced to cope with the
ongoing economic recession and
the lack of public funds to contin-
ue providing essential services.

At the time, there seemed to be
plenty of problems to discuss but
very few solutions to be applied.

A few weeks later, the cameras
were once again rolling in City
Hall and Hawkins and Bell again
were two of the featured subjects.
This time, however, it was
because the city had managed to
reach a “historic” deal to bring the
12 rank-and-file members of the
Orange Fire Department back to
the force.

Last week’s press conference
was a turnaround from the origi-
nal reason CNN came to Orange.
That was good news to Bell and
Hawkins.

“When the first TV appear-
ance happened, it was a sad time
for me. It was a somber experi-
ence because getting laid off was
something that I thought would
never happen,” said Bell. “This
time around was totally different
because it was exciting to be
back. It feels good to be back and
to know that all of the hard work
that everybody did to make this
happen paid off.”

Hawkins agreed that when

CNN conducted the interviews
for its first story, it was a sad time
for the city because he was forced
to make tough decisions in order
to balance the city’s books. He
admitted laying off firefighters
meant he was taking a risk when
it came to public safety.

“I think we have to remember
there are times during negotia-
tions or conflict when both sides
can be right and there still be an
issue,” Hawkins said. “The city,
no doubt, has fiscal issues and
constraints that there is no way to
get around. Mr. Bell and the other
firefighters have families they are

concerned about and want to take
care of, and the union has a right
to represent them and their inter-
ests. They are right to stand up for
themselves, but the key is the
ability to work together to reach a
compromise and consensus that
takes into account everyone’s
concerns.”

When that happens, Hawkins
said, it becomes possible to reach
a deal like the one that allowed
Bell and his 11 co-workers to get
back on the job. He said team-
work is important to any process
involving more than one individ-
ual, and when it comes to negoti-

ating contracts, compromise is
important.

“They made some concessions
because they lost some things in
this deal, but they also took two
steps forward because they just
increased their fire force by about
50 percent. As a result, the tax-
payers and citizens will be better
protected in the future,” Hawkins
said. “Sometimes you have to be
firm and it’s business, but that
doesn’t mean that you can’t
remember the personal element to
it. I compare it to two fighters
who step into the ring and ham-
mer it out and fight  to the finish.
Once it’s over we can step out of
the ring and still be friends after-
ward.”

Hawkins said, it’s time to
enjoy the peace and that’s what he
and Bell said they are ready to do.
They said it was nice to know
CNN was at the press conference
to document the happier conclu-
sion. 

“We called last Tuesday
‘Rehire Day’ in Orange because
we were all happy to be back on
the job,” Bell said as he held his
son, Connor, in his arms and
shook hands with Hawkins. “I
think that the first pieces that
CNN did was excellent because
we wanted to put a face on the
whole situation with the Orange
Fire Department. We wanted to
let people know that we’re real
human beings with families and
feelings and obligations and
responsibilities, not just statistics.

“I think it was a great piece
and the mayor and I both
expressed the hard work that both
sides were putting in to make
Rehire Day possible,” Bell con-
tinued. “It was a great piece so the
people could see and understand
exactly what was going in Orange
at that time.”
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Mayor Eldridge Hawkins Jr. and Firefighter
Cleophas Bell hold Bell’s son, Connor, during a
press conference to announce the rehiring of 12
city firefighters, including Bell.
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