

TOWNSHIP OF BERKELEY HEIGHTS
Recreation Commission
Special Meeting — Official Minutes
Union County, State of New Jersey


	Date:
	July 2, 2026

	Meeting Called to Order:
	6:30 P.M.

	Meeting Adjourned:
	Approximately 8:40 P.M.

	Location:
	Council Chambers, Township of Berkeley Heights, New Jersey

	Meeting Type:
	Special Meeting

	Body:
	Township of Berkeley Heights Recreation Commission




SECTION 1 — CALL TO ORDER

Chairman Sean McDonnell called the Special Meeting of the Recreation Commission to order at 6:30 P.M. in the Council Chambers of the Township of Berkeley Heights, New Jersey.

SECTION 2 — OPEN PUBLIC MEETINGS ACT COMPLIANCE

Chairman McDonnell read the following compliance statement into the record:

	"In compliance with the New Jersey Open Public Meetings Act, N.J.S.A. 10:4-6 et seq., and the applicable regulations, adequate notice of this Special Meeting of the Recreation Commission was posted on the Township website and filed with the Municipal Clerk at least 48 hours prior to this meeting."




SECTION 3 — ROLL CALL

3.1 — Commission Members Present
1. Sean McDonnell— Chairman
1. Mike D’Aquila — Commissioner
1. Ed Kingsley — Commissioner
1. Mark Dahn — Commissioner
3.2 — Commission Members Absent
1. Three (3) seats currently vacant — pending Mayoral appointment
3.3 — Staff Present
1. Carolyn George — Recreation Director
3.4 — Township Officials in Attendance (Observers / Guests)
1. Council Member John Foster
1. Council Member Bill Machado
3.5 — Members of the Public in Attendance
The following members of the public were in attendance, among others:
1. Terrence Cross — 194 Princeton Avenue
1. Natasha Jolly — Princeton Avenue
1. Shauna Williams
1. Joe Iadanza
1. Laura Kapuscinski
1. Additional Berkeley Heights residents (names not recorded)

SECTION 4 — PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

Chairman McDonnell led all those present in the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America.

SECTION 5 — INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Chairman McDonnell welcomed all attendees and observed that the meeting drew an unusually large public audience. He credited the community's engagement with recent Township proceedings and extended thanks to the Council Members present for their attendance. He additionally expressed gratitude to members of the public for their participation at a recent Town Council meeting.
For the benefit of first-time attendees, Chairman McDonnell provided an overview of the Commission's standard meeting format: regular meetings include a review of prior minutes, a financial report, and a facility-by-facility status review covering Township parks, athletic fields, tennis and pickleball courts, and associated infrastructure.
Chairman McDonnell noted that the Commission no longer exercises oversight of Snyder Avenue Park or Passaic Avenue Park, both of which are Union County-owned facilities. The Commission maintains an ongoing liaison relationship with the Union County office in Elizabeth for scheduling and facility coordination purposes.
SECTION 6 — PUBLIC PORTION / OPEN DISCUSSION

The Chair opened the public portion of the meeting. Briefings on all major Commission activities were provided. The following topics were discussed in the presence of and with participation from Commission members, staff, Township officials, and members of the public. Discussion items are recorded below by subject matter.

6.1 — Tennis and Pickleball Courts
Chairman McDonnell reported on the condition and capital improvement planning for the Township's tennis and pickleball court facilities. The following was presented:
1. The lower pickleball courts are in poor condition, exhibiting surface cracking and lighting deficiencies, and have generated complaints from regular users.
1. The Governor Livingston (GL) High School tennis team utilizes the upper courts.
1. The Recreation Commission has undertaken temporary repairs in prior years, including resurfacing and joint sealing; however, a permanent capital improvement solution is now under active consideration.
1. Cost estimates for a full refurbishment of the lower courts range from approximately $600,000 to $800,000 or more.
1. All court maintenance costs are borne exclusively by the Recreation Trust Fund. The Board of Education does not contribute financially to court upkeep.
1. A prior application for a state Local Recreation Improvement Grant state was not awarded. The Commission intends to reapply. In addition, a USTA grant is being explored through a contact at the West Orange Tennis Club.
1. A member of the public noted that the Board of Education is separately exploring the possibility of constructing dedicated tennis courts at Governor Livingston High School.

6.2 — Lighting Infrastructure Repairs at Lower Columbia Park
Director George and Commissioner D’Aquila reported on recent repairs to the lighting at Lower Columbia Park’s Tom Barton Courts:
1. The park's electrical wiring, estimated to be in excess of fifty (50) years old, has been replaced in full. New wiring was run throughout the facility without requiring full excavation of the grounds.
1. Parking lot lighting has been upgraded. Pavilion lights have been added.
1. Athletic field stanchion lighting is available to all approved programs upon request through the Recreation Department. Commissioner Kingsley noted that many programs are currently unaware of this option.
1. Commissioner Kingsley acknowledged that improved lighting has significantly benefited the Wolf Pack Running Program and has contributed to increased safety at the facility.

6.3 — Field Scheduling and Sports Programming
Chairman McDonnell and Director George reviewed field scheduling policy and the growth of Township athletic programs. The following was presented:
Field Priority Hierarchy
1. First Priority: Governor Livingston High School and Central Middle School (for school use)
1. Second Priority: Township youth programs (PAL, BHYSC)
1. Third Priority: Adult leagues and all other users, in order of remaining availability
Scheduling and Coordination
1. Pre-season coordination meetings are held with PAL to allocate fields for the season.
1. The Commission files permit requests with Union County for the use of Snyder Avenue and Passaic Avenue fields. A single county contact handles all Township permit coordination.
Growing Programs
1. Girls' Flag Football: In the program's inaugural season, a lack of available field space necessitated that some practices be held in a parking lot. Chairman McDonnell identified this situation as unacceptable and stated it is to be remedied.
1. Field Hockey: A resurgent program currently experiencing renewed growth.

6.4 — Lower Columbia Field Improvement Project
Extensive discussion took place regarding the long-planned capital improvement project at Lower Columbia Field. The following information was presented to the Commission and public:
History and Design Evolution
1. The project appeared on the Township's master plan prior to 2017.
1. Initial wetland studies were conducted circa 2017 during the prior Township administration.
1. The project was originally intended to produce an artificial turf athletic field.
1. Soil bore samples conducted as part of the 2025 engineering study revealed hydric soil conditions, indicating the presence of former wetlands on the property.
1. The New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) classifies artificial turf as an impervious surface equivalent to a paved parking lot for regulatory purposes.
1. As a result, the project was redesigned to incorporate a natural grass field with an engineered drainage system consisting of layers of rock, perforated piping, and sand.
1. Harbor Associates was contracted as the project engineer, approximately June 2025.
1. The property is partially owned by the Berkeley Heights Board of Education and is leased to the Township of Berkeley Heights.  The remaining property is owned by the Township of Berkeley Heights.
1. Township administration is managing the project as a capital improvement. The Recreation Commission serves in an advisory capacity.
Current Status and Commission Concerns
Chairman McDonnell stated several outstanding concerns identified by the Commission, including:
1. Anticipated utility costs associated with irrigation infrastructure.
1. Ongoing maintenance costs, including required training for Department of Public Works (DPW) staff.
1. Vulnerability of the site to vandalism by off-road vehicles (dirt bikes and e-bikes) that currently access the area.
1. Return-on-investment concerns for a natural grass field subject to significant wear and damage.
The Commission reviewed engineering plans submitted by Harbor Associates and identified discrepancies in slope measurements as well as safety concerns. These concerns were formally communicated to Township administration.
As an interim measure, the Commission arranged for the field to be aerated and overseeded in the prior fall (2025), resulting in improved turf conditions.  The measures will be repeated in the fall 2026.
Chairman McDonnell stated that he is not prepared to recommend approval of the project without adequate vandalism prevention measures in place.
Public Comment — Transparency Concern
Resident Natasha Jolly of Princeton Avenue, a twenty (20)-year Berkeley Heights resident, stated that neighboring residents were not informed of the project's decades-long planning process. She expressed concern about the lack of public notice and communication from the Township regarding a project that would significantly affect the surrounding neighborhood.
Council Commitment
Council Member John Foster committed to ensuring that an update on the Lower Columbia Field improvement project would appear on the agenda of the July 21st Town Council meeting.

6.5 — Senior Programs
Director George provided a comprehensive update on senior programming. The following was reported:
Senior Luncheons
1. Attendance at senior luncheons has grown significantly, approaching the maximum room capacity of approximately 150 persons.
1. Food preparation has transitioned from volunteer-cooked meals to professionally catered service, pursuant to Union County Health Department food handling regulations applicable to any food preparation, service, or distribution at Township facilities.
1. The Township's Community Block Development Grant (CBDG) from Union County, which funds senior programs (approximately $15,000–$17,000 annually), was fully exhausted by June of the current year due to increased program participation.
1. The Township adopted budget allocates $7,000 for senior charters and luncheons (increased from $5,000 in the prior year). The Commission had requested $12,000; only $2,000 was awarded for the senior bus driver line item.
1. The Commission had voted to continue funding senior luncheons through the Recreation Trust Fund to ensure continuity of programming.
1. It was identified that non-Berkeley Heights residents are attending senior luncheons. As the program is operating at or near capacity, the Commission acknowledged the need to establish a residency verification procedure. No decision was made at this meeting; the matter was noted as a priority for follow-up.
1. Chairman McDonnell stated that there are no fees for senior programming.
Senior Transportation (Bus)
1. The Township owns a senior activity bus. The Recreation Commission is responsible for hiring and supervising the driver.
1. Over the past five (5) years, six (6) drivers have been hired and have subsequently departed. The position is part-time (approximately 15 hours per week) and requires a valid Commercial Driver's License (CDL), making recruitment and retention challenging.
1. The approved budget line item for a senior bus driver is $2,000 — a figure the Commission acknowledged is insufficient to attract and retain a qualified candidate.
1. Discussion ensued regarding alternatives, including outsourcing transportation to a licensed bus company.
1. A member of the public offered to provide a contact card for "Accessory Ride," a transportation service for seniors and individuals with disabilities, to Director George for Commission consideration.
1. It was noted that some seniors are resistant to rideshare applications due to unfamiliarity with the technology and concerns about cost.

6.6 — Mondelli Park
Chairman McDonnell noted that Mondelli Park is a public park maintained by a private developer pursuant to a redevelopment agreement containing a deed restriction requiring maintenance in perpetuity. The park is open to all members of the public.
It was observed that the Recreation Commission has not historically exercised formal oversight of Mondelli Park. It was suggested that the Commission should begin to do so, consistent with its general oversight role over Township recreation facilities.

6.7 — Proposed Dissolution Ordinance and Commission Independence
This item constituted the primary substantive discussion of the Special Meeting.
Background
The Township Council recently introduced an ordinance that would dissolve the independent Recreation Commission and bring its functions under direct municipal government administration. Following extensive public testimony over approximately four and one-half (4.5) hours at a prior Town Council meeting, the Council voted unanimously to table the ordinance. Chairman McDonnell and Council Member Foster acknowledged and thanked those members of the public who attended the Council meeting and provided testimony.
Statutory Framework (Presented by Member of the Public — Joe Iadanza)
A member of the public who regularly attends Commission meetings presented research into the applicable New Jersey statutory framework, summarized as follows:
1. A New Jersey municipality is not legally required to establish a Recreation Commission; the Commission is an optional governmental body.
1. The Recreation Commission operates as a semi-autonomous body under N.J.S.A. 40:12-1 et seq., which grants the Commission statutory authority over day-to-day operations, hiring of recreation staff, rulemaking for park use, and management of recreation programming.
1. The Township Council retains control over the Commission's annual operating budget.
1. The Recreation Trust Fund is a legally protected fund; its assets cannot be merged into the Township's general municipal budget.
1. Residents have standing to file prerogative writ actions in Superior Court if the governing body acts arbitrarily or capriciously in connection with a recreation commission established under statute.
Commission Response
Chairman McDonnell acknowledged the Commission's awareness that the ordinance could be re-introduced at any time, as noted by Shuana Williams. Resident Madonna Lee of Putnam Avenue, a fifty-one (51)-year Berkeley Heights resident, expressed concern that the dissolution effort could recur and urged the Commission to take proactive steps to formalize and modernize its governing documents.
The Commission discussed the value of increased transparency and more robust public communication, including ongoing "Did You Know" and "Fun Fact Friday" social media efforts. Multiple attendees encouraged the Commission to provide regular, formal public updates on capital projects — particularly the Lower Columbia Field improvement project.

6.8 — Third-Party Financial and Procedural Evaluation
Chairman McDonnell and Commissioners discussed a third-party evaluation — characterized by Chairman McDonnell as an evaluation rather than a formal audit — of Commission finances and procedures, commissioned by the Township. The following was presented:
1. The evaluation examined financial procedures, cash handling practices, and budget alignment with the Township Chief Financial Officer's preferred reporting format.
1. As of the date of this meeting, only a draft report exists. A final, published report has not been issued.
1. The draft identified procedural discrepancies — legacy practices established years prior that require alignment with more recent regulations and administrative preferences. No findings of intentional misconduct were identified.
1. The Commission has not had direct communications with the third-party evaluator, receiving information only through Township administration.
Corrective Actions Underway
The Commission has already begun implementing corrective actions based on draft recommendations, including:
1. Financial accounts have been reconciled and reorganized.
1. Cash handling has been largely migrated to the Community Pass online system.
1. Residual small cash transactions (summer playground concession sales of items at or below $1.25, e.g., ice cream, soda) are now rolled, counted, and deposited with the Township Finance Department by 4:00 P.M. daily.
Trust Fund Interest Transfers
Chairman McDonnell noted that approximately $67,000 in interest generated by the Recreation Trust Fund was transferred to the Township general fund over approximately two (2) years.  A method to recoup the interest would be through capital improvement projects submitted as part of the annual budget requests.
Structural Accountability Measures
Discussion included the possibility of adding a Council or Mayoral liaison seat to the Commission as a structural accountability measure to improve communication and oversight going forward.

SECTION 7 — FORMAL MOTIONS


Motion 1 — Formation of Ordinance Revision Subcommittee

	Background: Given the introduction of the dissolution ordinance and ongoing concerns about the Commission's governing documents — some of which date to the 1950s and include provisions such as granting Commission appointees police powers — the Commission discussed the need to modernize its enabling ordinance. Chairman McDonnell stated he was recusing himself from subcommittee membership, identifying other Commissioners as more qualified due to their backgrounds as a former council member, an attorney, and a finance professional.
Motion: Commissioner Mike D’Aquila moved to establish a three-member Ordinance Revision Subcommittee, consisting of Commissioners D’Aquila, Kingsley, and Dahn, for the purpose of reviewing and proposing updates to the Township ordinance governing the Recreation Commission.
Second: Commissioner Mark Dahn
Roll Call Vote:
Commissioner
Vote
Mike D’Aquila
Yes
Ed Kingsley
Yes
Mark Dahn
Yes
Sean McDonnell (Chairman)
Yes
RESULT: Motion carried unanimously — 4 Ayes, 0 Nays, 0 Abstentions.




Motion 2 — Authorization to Reserve Funds for Independent Legal Counsel

	Background: Members of the public recommended that the Commission retain independent legal counsel to assist with the ordinance modernization effort and to ensure the Commission's legal interests are properly protected. Commissioner D’Aquila introduced the motion for the Commission's consideration.
Motion: Commissioner Mike D’Aquila moved to authorize the reservation of up to $20,000 from the Recreation Trust Fund for the purpose of retaining independent legal counsel, as needed, to assist the Ordinance Revision Subcommittee in drafting a modernized Recreation Commission ordinance. Chairman McDonnell noted that authorization of this reserve does not constitute the immediate engagement of counsel; funds would be drawn only upon determination that legal services are necessary.
Second: Commissioner Mark Dahn
Roll Call Vote:
Commissioner
Vote
Mike D’Aquila
Yes
Ed Kingsley
Yes
Mark Dahn
Yes
Sean McDonnell (Chairman)
Yes
RESULT: Motion carried unanimously — 4 Ayes, 0 Nays, 0 Abstentions.




SECTION 8 — ACTION ITEMS SUMMARY

The following action items were identified during the course of the meeting. Responsible parties are noted where identified at the time of meeting.

	#
	Action Item
	Responsible Party
	Target / Timeline

	1
	Contact Township Administration on the next available business day (Monday) to schedule collaborative meetings between the Ordinance Revision Subcommittee and Township representatives.
	Ordinance Revision Subcommittee (D’Aquila, Kingsley, Dahn)
	Immediate

	2
	Begin review of current Recreation Commission ordinance and prepare a draft of recommended revisions for submission to Township administration.
	Ordinance Revision Subcommittee
	Ongoing

	3
	Ensure Lower Columbia Field improvement project update is placed on the agenda of the July 21st Town Council meeting.
	Council Member John Foster
	July 21st Council Meeting

	4
	Provide contact information for Accessory Ride transportation service to Recreation Director George for Commission consideration.
	Council Member Seana Williams
	Next available opportunity

	5
	Explore outsourcing and contracting options for senior bus transportation services.
	Recreation Director George / Chairman McDonnell
	Next regular meeting

	6
	Develop and implement a residency verification procedure for senior luncheon participants.
	Recreation Director George
	Next regular meeting

	7
	Pursue USTA grant application for tennis and pickleball court refurbishment in coordination with Township grants staff.
	Recreation Director George / Commission
	Ongoing

	8
	Prepare a detailed, tiered budget request for the 2027 budget cycle, with itemized line items for senior programs, bus driver position, and senior luncheons.
	Recreation Director George / Commission
	2027 Budget Cycle

	9
	Coordinate with Township IT Department to establish official Township email addresses for the Recreation Commission.
	Recreation Director George
	Ongoing

	10
	Enhance public communications regarding Commission programs, activities, and capital project status updates.
	Commission / Recreation Director George
	Ongoing

	11
	Obtain written update from Township Administration regarding the current DEP regulatory status of the Lower Columbia Field improvement project.
	Chairman McDonnell / Commission
	Next regular meeting

	12
	Continue implementing corrective actions identified in the draft third-party financial and procedural evaluation report.
	Recreation Director George / Commission
	Ongoing




SECTION 9 — ADJOURNMENT

There being no further business before the Commission, a motion was made to adjourn the Special Meeting.

	Motion to Adjourn: Commissioner Ed Kingsley
Second: Commissioner Mark Dahn
Roll Call Vote:
Member
Vote
Mike D’Aquila
Yes
Ed Kingsley
Yes
Mark Dahn
Yes
Sean McDonnell (Chairman)
Yes
RESULT: Motion carried. Meeting adjourned at approximately 8:40 P.M.



Chairman McDonnell extended warm holiday greetings to all attendees for the upcoming July 4th holiday weekend.

SECTION 10 — CERTIFICATION


	These minutes constitute a true and accurate record of the proceedings of the Special Meeting of the Township of Berkeley Heights Recreation Commission held as described herein. These minutes are subject to approval at the next duly noticed regular or special meeting of the Commission and shall not be considered final until so approved.




Date Approved:

Recording Secretary
Township of Berkeley Heights Recreation Commission

Sean McDonnell Chairman
Township of Berkeley Heights Recreation Commission

Minutes prepared by:  
Date prepared:  

	NOTE:
These minutes are a draft pending approval by the Recreation Commission. Names and details marked as "[not recorded]" or "[not stated]" in the record reflect the information available at the time of preparation. The Recording Secretary should verify and correct all such entries prior to submission for formal approval.
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