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September 29 , 2015      

Planning Board, Maplewood NJ 

Inda Sechzer 

 

 

I have a few points to make as you begin your deliberations: 

First point - In Mr. Bratt’s report he discusses the sewer bypass through the back lot.   

Apparently, this has not been discussed with the property owners involved.  This needs to 

be sorted out prior to your approval. What will happen if the property owners do not 

agree? 

This sewer bypass is the basis of this project.  As mentioned prior, the Rehabilitation Study 

used to designate the Post Office for Redevelopment is flawed, fatally flawed.   

The Area in need of rehabilitation is based on Criteria 6 of Section 14 of the Land 

Redevelopment and Housing Law, which states that “a majority of the water and sewer 

infrastructure IN the delineated is at least 50 years old AND in need of repair or substantial 

maintenance.” 

The study and the backup information for the study indicates that the conclusion is based 

upon the sewer lines in Maplewood Avenue, which are not in the designated study area.  

The only back up information for this study is 2 emails indicating the problem with the 

sewers in the street.  There are no further studies or engineering reports within the actual 

designated study area- that is there are no documented problems with the infrastructure 

of the Post Office building.  This has been confirmed thru OPRA and via email by Mr 

Desederio.  

Further, in response to the town’s submittal to DCA,  the DCA required the town to submit 

to the DCA its “program of rehabilitation”, which the town did not submit. 

If rehabilitation is what is required, and demolition is performed, then the goal is not 

fulfilled.  One cannot rehabilitate something that is demolished. 

If, as is indicated, the town, not the developer, is rehabilitating the sewers in the street 

which is something the town could do at any time, then the rehabilitation designation is 

unnecessary,  irrelevant, and invalid… and the transition to a redevelopment plan is invalid 

as well, since the work has nothing to do with the designated site. 

I suggest that you all go back to that document and study it and the back-up information 

very carefully. 

I mention all of this because you are making some very serious decisions here and the Area 

of Rehabilitation designation is a very shaky foundation for this project. 
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______________________ 

Second Point - In Mr. Bratt’s report he refers to LEED and Energy Star systems.  The 

developer has submitted a LEED worksheet with anticipated points.  Regarding Energy Star, 

as far as is known, the NJ Office of Clean Energy has not been contacted for state 

requirements and there is not yet an indication as to how the developer intends to comply. 

 This should be done prior to your issuing any approvals 

The LEED worksheet anticipates 52 points, or Silver certification.   

In examining the worksheet, one can see that about 25% of those 52 total anticipated 

points are achieved simply by the location of the building and its proximity to the train…no 

great effort there - and those 12 points are more than 50% of the points achieved under 

the Sustainable Sites Category.  

A preeminent category of LEED is Air and Atmosphere.  The developer anticipates only 2 

points out of a possible 33 in this category.  This is disappointing.  There is no anticipation 

of advanced energy systems, of on-site renewable energy systems – for example - solar 

panels, geothermal systems or the like.  A positive is that a high albedo roof is indicated, 

though unfortunately no green roof is anticipated.    Further, there is no indication of post 

occupancy assessment, measurement, and verification of the anticipated energy savings. 

Under the category of Innovation and Design Process, 6 points are indicated, but there is 

no description as to what this innovation comprises.  Shouldn’t we know what is projected? 

But I want to take this to a higher level.  This….is a document published by the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation, Preservation Green Lab, Skanska, and more partners.  It is 

entitled “The Greenest Building: Quantifying the Environmental Value of Building Re-use”.  

This study concludes that re-use and retrofit of an existing building with merely base 

building energy upgrades will be more efficient than a new building with all the ”green”  

bells and whistles you can find.  Much of this relates to the embodied energy consumed by 

all of the processes associated with the production of a building. 

When making a decision about whether to move forward with this development in balance 

with Maplewood’s stated goal of environmental stewardship and pride in being an award 

winning ”green town”,  I recommend that you all read this study and consider these issues 

carefully before approving this new building. 

Here is a quote from the study: 

“This study finds that it takes 10 to 80 years (depending on typology) for a new building 

that is 30% more efficient than an average performing existing building to overcome, 

through efficient operations, the negative climate change impacts related to the 

construction process.” 
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The span in findings depends on the building type and there are exceptions.  In this case, 

the time period is about the midpoint.  After the point of the “year of carbon equivalency”, 

the differences are not very significant and there is no advantage to the new construction. 

The new construction can never catch up. 

Finally regarding LEED, I would also like to point out that under the “Materials and 

Resources” category of the LEED scoring system numerous points are available for Building 

Re-use, both “maintaining existing walls, floors and roof”  and  “maintaining interior non-

structural elements”.   These are considered positive actions by the USGBC and by those 

who promote sustainability.  These are not addressed in this project. 

---------------------------------------------- 

To tie these ideas together, I would like to provide you with some new information about 

our town’s history and this site. 

These….are the plans for the existing building, dated 1956.  In prior township committee 

meetings I touched upon the significance of this building and site.  Since obtaining these 

plans, I can confirm now that my statements in prior meetings were more on target than 

even I thought at the time.  So I will augment my previous statemetns succinctly. 

Architects use the word “palimpsest” to describe layers of use.  Palimpsest is defined by 

originally as : 

“A manuscript that has been written on more than once, with the earlier writing 

incompletely scraped off or erased and often legible.” 

The word Palimsest is often used in cases where the old makes way for the new, but is 

never really gone – the history is still palpable.  Examples are warehouses re-purposed to 

housing, or the High Line in Manhattan.  I could go on with more examples.  You could list 

them too. But you get the idea.    Palimsest – it comes to us from ancient Greece - it’s a 

good word for the early 21
st

 century. 

The site of the Post Office has its own palimpsest and provenance.  It is the site of the first 

Maplewood Ricalton school,, built in 1869 and is so important to our town’s history that it 

is memorialized in a painting on the walls of this most important room.  (PAINTING) 

While that 1869 building is unfortunately gone, the site holds its importance and its story.  

The existing PO building is a part of the history and progression of the village.  The photos 

of the celebration when that long fought for Post Office building opened in 1958 – the 

parades, speeches, and the presentation by the US Postmaster General of a flag that  hung 

over the Capitol are all a window into the inspiring post war period of eager anticipation of 

a promising future. 
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Here are two examples of the interesting things I have learned from these plans: 

1. There is a wall designed structurally in the rear to be knocked out for a direct tunnel 

connection under the railroad tracks to the train station.  When the building was 

constructed, mail was still delivered by train and the siting of the Post Office building 

adjacent to the train station (though across the tracks) is likely deliberate.  It is possible 

that the tunnel was or is there and continues under the train tracks to the station.   Only 

investigation of the concrete patches in the rear basement wall will reveal this. 

2. Even more importantly, indicated in the 1956 plans is a crawl space under the front portion 

of the building.  If built as drawn, there is a surprise in that crawl space. The 1956 

demolition/site plan called for the 1869 Ricalton Schoolhouse to be demolished but 

instructed that the basement foundation walls and footings be left intact.  The plans 

indicate that the walls be cut down only as required to accommodate the new 

construction.   

So, If built as drawn, there is a time capsule in that crawl space – a Maplewood 

archeological site, a palimpsest in our midst.  It may have archaeological value and warrant 

at least an investigation and, if existing, exploration and excavation with care.   

The possibility of an archeological site is interesting and curious.  Did architect Alfred Pollitt 

do this merely for efficiency or perhaps consciously to leave us a heretofore little known 

ruin?  We will never know, but layered below our “Modern Post Office” may be a remnant 

of our history, a link to our past. 

Well, here we are 56 years later.  You are moving ahead intending to sell the property for 

demolition.   If you move forward with this project, you will be selling and erasing, - totally 

deleting the last vestiges of the history, provenance, and indeed the palimpsestic aspect of 

this publically owned site as documented on these walls and perhaps within the site itself 

 

As you make your decisions, you have 2 responsibilities – one is the objective confirmation 

that zoning codes, tree ordinance, accessibility codes, SID criteria, redevelopment plan, etc. 

have been followed, as deemed applicable. That is the relatively easy part. 

The more burdensome  responsibility is a subjective one – you must determine if the 

requested 20 plus deviations and waivers are justified.  There are no rules to follow, just 

your judgement as to the welfare of the town and the village…and our future. 
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There are many missing pieces here, issues not negotiated, not rectified, misrepresented 

and not determined as feasible or justified.  There is a stated lack of consideration for 

grease and exhaust venting for potential restaurants.  There is a site on which a large 

building is being placed, while striving to add plazas, an alley, parking plus an unsuccessful 

attempt to improve the sightlines and access to the train tunnel. There is also the fact that 

the site is too small to handle the owner’s dumpsters and loading areas – so they are being 

placed on an adjoining public and/or private property.  Since the building is larger than the 

existing, the ability to fit all of this on the same site, while still allowing for Kings access, is 

an uphill battle. If the site plan is not fully workable, then the project cannot be viable.  And 

It just doesn’t fit.  All the adjustments required to shoehorn this project in make this a 

sorrowfully depressing outcome.  

Whose responsibility is it if this does not work in reality after it is built and if there are life 

safety issues?  If the alley is clogged by trucks, if there is no staging area for Kings,  and 

what if someone gets hit by a truck when exiting retail space #2 because they cannot see a 

truck backing around the corner over a pedestrian sidewalk which is an egress path  - 

whose liability -– the tenant? JMF? Minno? Kings?, the Township?  Everyone who approved 

this? 

While you deliberate on these subjective decisions to be made by each and every one of 

you, I ask you to seriously consider the precedent you may be setting – will the next 

developer ask for 30 deviations?  I also ask you to seriously consider the unresolvable 

issues with this plan, consider sustainability, history, the building we already have and the 

archeology site which may be within, and consider the very shaky foundation of the fatally 

flawed Rehabilitation Study. 

Finally, I am again going to quote Gerry Ryan who spoke eloquently on January 1, 2000 in 

his State of the Township speech – in that speech he stated: 

 

And just this week in NJ Monthly magazine, Mayor Vic DeLuca stated about our Village –  

“Our downtown is off the main drag and we like it like that. It's walkable and a comfortable 

place to sit and watch the world go by. Maplewood Village is easily our favorite and its 

charm and specialness should make it a winner in the Downtown Showdown.” 

 

And so it is…..Let’s keep that specialness and not become Anywhere USA. 


