1'his old house,
at $300 a month
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Union County’s head of building services, Niel Paimieri, lives in this county-owned three-bedroom, 2)/2-bathroom home with a fireplace, siiting on 1.3
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County worker gets break on rent for renovations

BY JOE RYAN
STAR-LEDGER STAFF

It is not easy fo find a cheap
rental in Summit, where millionaire
Gov. Jon Corzine raised his children
and fthe average sale price of a house
is over $800,000.

Yet a Union County employee
pays just $300 a month for a three-
bedroom, 2¥-bathroom home with a
fiveplace end 1.3-acre lot on Sum-
mit's Stanley Avenue. In exchange
for the cut-rate rent, the employee,
Niel Palmieri, spent 18 months gut-
ting and renovating the place,

The deal comes thanks to Union
County, which owns the house over-
looking Passaic River Park and hopes
to make a handsome profit selling it

because of the renovations Palmieri
completed in 2003. The arrangement,
however, is costing the county more
than $6,000 a year.

Since Palmieri signed his first
lease in 2002, Union County has paid
roughly $10,000 each year in property
taxes on the house. Meanwhile, he
pays just $3,600 each year in rent.

Palmieri, who heads a division of
county building services, is one of five
employees living in county-owned
residences, Officials defend the prac-
tice, saying the employees provide
upkeep and security. But the perk,
like the policy allowing certain em-
ployees to commute in eounty cars,
draws concern from watchdog
groups.

“It raises all sorts of questions

about equity and favoritism,” said
Gregg Edwards, president of the
Center for Policy Research of New
Jersey, which describes itself as a
free-market think tank.

Union County owns 22 houses
and apartments. Most abut parks
and were willed decades ago to the
county.

With county costs rising and
county taxes up 40 percent since
2000, Union is considering selling
several of its houses, including the
one Palmieri rents. If it does sell,
the county will make a nice profit
because of Palmieri's work, said Se-
bastian D’Elia, a8 county spokes-
man.

“Taxpayers are going to make af

[See DEAL, Page 11]

Deal for division head

In exchange for gutting and
renovating the place, Union
County’s division head of building
services has been allowed to rent
a three-bedroom county-owned
house in Summit since 2002 for
$300 a month.
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County worker’s rent
in Summit is $300

% $500,000 on that house,” he
rmﬁngm other county employess
coummwned property in-
$50ﬁ a month l;e live in
chung mﬁm’ﬂ Dm‘i Vﬂ-
lage of Feliville in_Bekeley
with little insulation. Until recentbr,
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The other two rent county-
owned apartments. One pays $375
Satles ‘'n Mountainsid. Another
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While those rents are remarka-
bly low for Union Couny, Paimie
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“It, just goes to show that the
county freeholders take care of
their own, and the taxpayers have
County Republican Party. @

The house, at 65 Stanley Ave,
was built in 1962 and s a gray, alu-

inum-sided and red-brick bi-level
with four 16-foot columns out front
sold it to Union County ff)l'o$wllmh1
1966.

Officials rented it to several ten-
ants who were not on the county
payroll in the 1980s and '90s. The
most recent paid $1,250 2 month
when she moved out in 1995.

Then 65 Stanley Ave. stood va-

‘department.

Phyllis Salowe-Eaye, executive
director of New Jersey Citizen Ac-
tion, said there is nothing wrong
with the county offering bargain
rent in exchange for a tenant’s
promise to fix up public property.

“The bigger question,” she said,
“is why him and not you or me?
Why does this deal get offered to a
county employee?”

Joe Ascione, an attorney who
works for Union County, said
county officials prefer renting to
their employees because they know
them, they trust them and — be-
cause they sign their paychecks —
have better control over how they
treat the property.

Palmieri, who eams $94,000 a
*_year and nas 24-hour use of 2 coun-
ty-owned 2002 Ford Exnplorer.

fors handled te mmﬁexiﬂhs,nke

Bricks were crumbling. Front

Iwmdib columns swung loose in the

Insj-des walls were covered

with mold. Studs were riddled with
termites and ants.

“The ]:]m]m ShOU.ld m been a

Jmoekdown,” said Palmi eri, 50.

_ He agreed fo rent 65 Stanley for
$300 2 month. In exchange, Palm-

‘county would pay for the materia.
I don’t see the point to that,”
said Edwards, of the think tank
contractor? Or just put it on the
market without fixing it up?”

FROM EYESORE TO ASSET

D'Elia said the eounty hoped to
make a substantial profit off the
sale and allowing Paimieri to fix it
was far cheaper than hiring a con-
fractor. A contractor, he said,
Wﬂﬂdhmchmgedthecomup_

1 Sumniren fom $2.100
tomammmlngtomal
estate listings.

Thie house on Stanley Avenue is
sirable lot. It is located nearly two
miles from the eity’s downtown. NJ
erty. And high-tension power lines
dangle above the yard,

R, ve mager for Lois
Schneider Realtor.

Palmieri signed his first lease in
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mnovnﬂngthemuse'he
nings after his regular workday,
Palmieri said.

The work included shoring up
the second floor, ﬁﬂﬂgtheheatmg

heating, air conditioning and
electrical wiring. In total, he sub-
misd s bk of invoices for
county reeords.
“That place was a dump,” said
Harry Young, who lives across the
freet from 65 Stanley Ave. “Niel
“ShtIt back from death.”
Palmieri said he finished the
work in spring 2004. Then, in Sep-
tember 2004, county freeholders
mmﬁuedam,two-mm
The rent remained $300 a month.
”Il Realtors said it is tough
to gauge what 65 Stanley Ave. will
sell for. It is appraised at $376,100,
WhEe - eahuiate 1‘01131113 into
the Summit records.

Joe Ryan may be ?'ﬂﬂChedqt

jryan@starledger.com or 1908}~
302-1508.
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