CHARLES J.X. KAHWATY
MAYOR, BOROUGH OF FRANKLIN LAKES
2026 REORGANIZATION MEETING

Fellow residents, ladies and gentlemen:

Happy New Year! It is my great privilege and honor to welcome you to our
annual Reorganization Meeting, in which we wish farewell to outgoing members of
the governing body, welcome new council people, and define our vision and goals

for the upcoming year.

And in that spirit, | wish to acknowledge the contributions of Ardith Cardenas
and Joel Ansh, who are leaving the council after three years of dedicated service.
Ardith and Joel provided a principled and insightful perspective during their tenure,
and whether we agreed or disagreed, | know they always had the best interest of our
town at heart. | know | speak on behalf of our entire community in wishing them the

best in the years ahead.

And we now welcome Joseph Conte and Joel Rosano as our new council
people. As a practicing lawyer, it will take me a while not to call Councilman Conte
“Judge Conte”, since he served in that capacity as a distinguished member of the
Bergen County Superior Court for many years before his retirement. And
Councilman Rosano, as a past president of the Franklin Lakes Board of Education,
brings his experience in implementing policies with a board that could, at times,
have strong opinions about the direction in which our schools should take. | know
the addition of these two fine individuals will have a positive impact on the decisions

our council will be making on the issues confronting us going forward. Welcome!

| was going to open with some fairly trite quotation from a literary classic, such
as Charles Dickens's “it was the best of times, the worst of times.” But that really
doesn’'t sum up this past year and in many ways the years before it. Every term brings
its own opportunities and challenges. In the case of Franklin Lakes, much of our

time has been taken up by the classic Mount Laurel decision. In New Jersey, the
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court, acting in concert with our legislature, has directed all towns to provide for its
fair share of affordable housing. | will stand on my soapbox and state that while
affordable housing is always a laudable goal, it should not be imposed at the expense
of usurping home rule, or result in the imposition of costs that are beyond a
municipality's capacity to absorb them, otherwise known as an “unfunded mandate®”.
This results in higher taxes because of the need to hire new personnel, and create or
improve infrastructure (such as schools). | know that the legislators who represent
our district share these views, but they are outvoted by representatives in other
portions of the state. And as a result, New Jersey will continue to be near the top of
states that “export” residents to other jurisdictions where these burdens are not

imposed.

That said, | believe that under the leadership of the governing body, Franklin
Lakes continues to be the bucolic community that drew many of us here in the first
place to live. We have magnificent recreational areas, such as the G. Thomas Donch
Nature Preserve, outstanding schools, and community events, such as our Franklin
Lakes Day and the Lions Club Carnival, which makes Franklin Lakes a wonderful
place to raise a family. This will be a special year in which the United States
celebrates its 250th birthday. We are working on events that will commemorate

Franklin Lakes' own contribution to the American Revolution.

At this time, it is traditional to review the accomplishments of the various
departments of our municipal government in the past year. They are not
insubstantial, and they reflect the dedication of those who serve our borough. We
live in an age in which government employees are sometimes viewed with
suspicion, if not outright contempt. In my 11 years on the Council and three years as
your Mayor, my impression has been exactly the opposite. They are hard working, like
their job (that is an important distinction), and often deal with people who make
great demands on their time. Of course, that goes with the territory, but the
employees | know deal with these challenges with aplomb and grace. We are

fortunate to have them as part of our municipal community.

Page 2



I will now review some of the accomplishments of the Borough and its

departments that occurred in the past year:

The Mayor and Council, guided by its Budget Committee, developed,
presented and implemented a 2025 budget that minimized tax levy increases,
appropriated funds for capital project consistent with the Borough's 6 Year Capital
Plan and Debt Service Plan, and continued to prudently manage surplus — all while

continuing to have the second lowest municipal tax rate in Bergen County.

The Borough continues to be one of a handful of towns in New Jersey that

maintains the highest AAA bond rating.

In no small part because of the efforts of the Tax Collector, Meena Sivakumar,
who we have just learned will be retiring in the coming months, the Borough

achieved a tax collection rate of 98.93% at last report.

We hired two new key department heads — Jonathan DeJoseph, the new CFO,
and Michael Sermabekian, the new Superintendent of Public Works. Jonathan
succeeded Bill Pike, and Michael succeeded Rich Lilienthal, both of whom served the
community well for many years prior to retiring. Best wishes to Bill and Rich on their

retirements.

The Mayor and Council, guided by the Borough’s negotiating committee, after
several negotiating sessions, have reached a [tentative] agreement with one of its
two collective bargaining units, AFSCME, which consists of DPW members,

dispatchers and various other Borough support employees.

The Borough is in the final stages of formalizing an agreement for the running
of the Franklin Lakes Community Center — there will be more details coming out very
soon. | want to thank the Wyckoff YMCA for partnering with the Borough on the

Community Center for the past 10 years.
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The Borough, led by the efforts of its Environmental Commission, was again
recognized with its Sustainable Jersey certification, at the prestigious silver level —

this is a monumental undertaking and significant achievement.

The Borough's DPW completed 1,700 work orders, including many significant
projects, such as changing the base material in the Dog Park, and implementing a

new tree pruning program to cut back limbs overhanging our roadways.

The Planning Board approved the preliminary subdivision and site plan
application for the Borough's 100% affordable housing project on Parsons Pond
Road.

The Police Department responded to over 21,000 service calls, including

approximately 600 medical emergencies and 350 motor vehicle crashes.

The Borough worked closely with the Franklin Lakes Board of Education to
implement the Board's request, starting in 2026, to have Special Officers in all of the

elementary schools.

The Borough, this past summer, through the efforts of our Community

Director, Dina Robinson, started its very successful and popular Farmer’s Market.

The Borough was awarded a $750,000 grant for a Jake's Law Grant All Inclusive
Playground, to be located at our Pulis Avenue complex. Dina led the process of
obtaining the grant and is now busy implementing the grant - building a

playground

The Borough was again chosen for the prestigious Healthy Town Award from
the New Jersey Health Care Quality Institute, recognizing the efforts of the Borough's
Mayor's Wellness Campaign, as led by Dina, the Borough's Mayor's Wellness

Coordinator.
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These are just some of the more noteworthy accomplishments, and don't
begin to capture the plethora of extraordinary and ordinary day-to-day
accomplishments of our many departments, from Construction to the Board of
Health to the Borough Clerk’s office and so on, and, of course, the accomplishments
of our emergency service volunteers, the Fire Department, Ambulance Corps and

Office of Emergency Management, are exceptional.

One can only conclude, from this summary of department achievements, is
that we have a well oiled municipal machine that is serving our residents in an
efficient and exemplary manner that is worthy of emulation. | am proud, even in a
small way, to be associated with such committed men and women. It is my hope
that we will continue to serve our residents, and be responsive to their concerns, to

the extent the law allows us in 2026.

Again, my best wishes to all for a happy and healthy new year.

CHARLES J.X. KAHWATY
MAYOR, BOROUGH OF
FRANKLIN LAKES, N.J.
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