TOWNSHIP OF LOPATCONG
RENT LEVELING BOARD
REGULAR MEETING MINUTES
PUBLIC SESSION 7PM

May 23, 2024

Chairman Palitto called the meeting to order welcoming the public to the regular meeting of the
Rent Leveling Board for May 23, 2024.

A silent prayer was offered followed by the Pledge of Allegiance.

Chairman Palitto stated, “Adequate notice of this meeting has been provided indicating the time
and place of the meeting in accordance with Chapter 231 of the Public Laws of 1975 by
advertising a Notice in The Express Times, Warren County Zone and The Star Ledger and by
posting a copy on the bulletin board in the Municipal Building.”

ROLL CALL

Present: Chairman James Palitto and Vice-Chairman Louis Belcaro
Absent: Member Richard McQuade

Also Present: Attorney Wade Baldwin

Business:

1. Discuss Various Complaints: Late Fees, Water Fees, Sewer Fees, Pet Fees and
Electronic Portal

Clerk Beth Dilts asked Attorney Baldwin if he would like to give a general summary of the
current status of the hardship complaints.

Attorney Baldwin gave a recap by stating the Board has been looking into the complaints
regarding assessed late fees where it is alleged that rent funds were received or within the grace
period and the amount charged. He further states that the way the Rent Leving ordinance is
drafted, it calculates anything that’s additional rent under the jurisdiction of the Rent Leveling
Board and explains how these issues fall under that jurisdiction because they are late fees for rent
and they can only be within the amount that’s permitted by the ordinance. He further explains
that any late fees need to comply with the three precent within the ordinance and they have not
been complying with that so that is what we will consider and make sure any late fees are within
the allowable increase per year. Attorney Baldwin also addresses water and sewer fees. He
explains that the Board is looking into that. He acknowledged complaints that water and sewer
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fees keep changing or do not match the usage in the facility and/or they are being charged as
additional rent. He explains that the way the ordinance is written, fees that are being charged
should stay the same and not increased and comply with the Rent Leveling Ordinance. Attorney
Baldwin advises that the Board is going to look into these issues and after hearing what the
tenants have to say and will make a decision on what the Board will do to make sure the water
and sewer fees are in compliance with the Rent Leveling Ordinance. He also acknowledges
complaints that pet fees are being over-charged. Tenants were initially charged $25 and now
they are being charged $60 and that needs to be looked into to be sure that complies with the
Rent Leveling Ordinance because fees that were charged previously need to be in line with what
they were and cannot be increased exorbitantly. Finally, Attorney Baldwin acknowledges issues
about the electronic portal for tenants to go paperless and the fact that many cannot. He states
that the Board will do their best to make sure that everything is made available in paper form as
well as electronically.

Chairman Palitto opens up public comment and explains that the council recently passed an
ordinance allowing a person to comment only once at the podium with a limit of three minutes
with no time deferred to another person.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

Brakeley Gardens Tenant Derrick Starks - Mr. Starks states that he and his wife have been at
Brakeley Gardens for two years and have been getting notices that their rent is late. He explains
that they get their rent out immediately after the money is available from social security which is
usually around the third of the month. He states that he gives it to the mailman or drops it in the
mail and once it gets sorted at the post office and sent to the landlord, it might be two or three
days later. All receipts are postmarked between the third and the fifth. He explains that he is
being charged late fees.

Attorney Baldwin explains to Mr. Starks that the Rent Level Board only has jurisdiction on the
amount of the fees and that the Board cannot take issue as to factual disputes as to when they are
received.

Mr. Starks further explains that he has all receipts as to when rent was sent and when late fees
were assessed. He also states that he had to dispute claims that he failed to pay his rent for
several months and was able to prove that was false by showing them receipts of payment.

Vice-Chairman Belcaro inquired if there is an office in Brakeley Gardens where payments can be
dropped off.

Mr. Starks explains that the Brakeley Gardens office representative advised that they cannot
accept payments at Brakeley Gardens and that the payment must be mailed to the address they
were given.

Brakeley Gardens Tenant John Betz - Mr. Betz explains that he has had issues with the checks
from his bank and issues with Harbor’s computer not posting payments in a timely fashion. He
further states that he has made payments in the Brakeley Gardens office on two occasions one
back in December 2023 and one recently. On the most recent date, which was in the last few



months, he was able to have the rent taken at the Brakeley Gardens office by an ACH. Mr. Betz
thanked the Board of all they are doing.

Brakeley Gardens Tenant Brian Alcrim — Brian explains he lost his job and had to go to eviction

court and had to work with Brakeley on it and the women in the office Kisha told him he was not
grandfathered in and because he was a new tenant he had to pay water and sewer. He states that

the bill varies. The bill is anywhere from $80 to $100. He asks the Board if Brakeley is allowed
to request these fees.

Attorney Baldwin explains that with the Rent Leveling Ordinance, it depends on what they
define as additional rent. He further explains that the attorney who did most of the work on this
matter had a conflict and could not appear but did explain that he did review the matter with him.
He stated that as they understand it, water and sewer fees would be listed as additional rent and
would be subject to the Rent Leveling Ordinance.

Tenant Alcrim further explains that the water and sewer bills he receives from Brakeley are
monthly and he knows water and sewer are paid quarterly which means they are charging three
times what the town charges. He states that he has looked up the ordinance and sewer hook-up is
$45 a quarter and he’s paying $50-$55 a month. He understand paying a quarter but not every
month.

Brakeley Gardens Tenant Dawn Paulus — She explains that she had to go eleven days without hot
water. She inquired if she could get some sort of compensation for that. Tenant Paulus further
explains that other buildings have two or three back-ups for hot water and her building has none.
She suggests that someone should tell Brakeley Gardens to put in back-ups for hot water for her
building.

Attorney Baldwin acknowledges her concerns but explains that the Board is constrained by the
Rent Leveling Ordinance and the ordinance only has to do with what’s defined as “rent” and
“fees” and issues like the hot water, although we would love to be able to do something, are not
under our authority. Those issue would be handled with the DCA (Department of Community
Affairs) or the County Health Department.

Tenant Paulus asks Attorney Baldwin if landlords can evict seniors/disabled people.

Attorney Baldwin states that is something that could be looked into but that he is not inclined to
speak on the subject in this meeting.

Tenant Paulus further explains that she agrees with the young man that spoke about late rent

fees. She states that she has three late notices and she has never been late on the rent. She stated
that she called the bank to see when they cashed her check and the late notices are written prior
to them cashing her check. Tenant Paulus further states that she would like to remove Harbor
Management’s name from her rental insurance and asks how to do it and how she was told that if
she does not have renter’s insurance, she would have to pay additional fees.

Attorney Baldwin and Chairman Palitto explain the reasons why Harbor Management might be
listed on a tenant’s rental insurance and further explains how it may be for claim protection
purposes.



Brakeley Gardens Tenant Rita Gerzinski — Rita explains that Harbor Management should be
listed under additional interest and not an additional insured. She further advises that she came
to discuss the pet fees. She states that the fee was originally $25. Two years ago they tried to
increase it to $40 but with the Rent Leveling Board’s assistance, it was decreased back to $25.
She continues to say that last year they once again increased the fee to $60. With help, she was
able to get it back to $25 with Brakeley Garden stating she was grandfathered in for the $25. She
states that this year, once again, the pet fee has been raised to $60 and that no one is excluded
from this fee. Tenant Gerzinski requests clarification from the Board and Board’s Attorney if
this is legal as she renews her lease on July 1%,

Attorney Baldwin advised that pet fees will be a part of the executive session and that she can
follow-up with the Board Secretary as to the outcome.

Chairman Palitto asks the audience if there are any other comments. Seeing and hearing none.
Motion to Close Public Comment:

Motion by: Vice-Chairman Belcaro Seconded by: Chairman Palitto
ROLL CALL

AYES: Chairman Palitto and Vice-Chairman Belcaro

NAYS: None

Motion to go into Executive Session:

Motion by: Vice-Chairman Belcaro Seconded by: Chairman Palitto
ROLL CALL

AYES: Chairman Palitto and Vice-Chairman Belcaro

NAYS: None

Motion to come out of Executive Session:

Motion by: Vice-Chairman Belcaro Seconded by: Chairman Palitto

ALL IN FAVOR: Ayes

NAYS: None

Attorney Baldwin advises the public that he and the Board discussed potential litigation. He
further states how they will be taking action on each complaint and requests that copies of each

lease be submitted with each complaint for review. He also states that if any additional issues
with rent arise to continue to contact the Board with those issues.



Motion to Adjourn:
Motion by: Vice-Chairman Belcaro
ALL IN FAVOR: Ayes

NAYS: None

Respectfully submitted by:

Patty Segeda
Secretary, Rent Leveling Board

Seconded by: Chairman Palitto



