The Challenges of Leadership…………………………………Councilman Mike Vernotico

I was recently asked what have been your proudest accomplishments and your deepest regrets in your two terms.  There is one topic has caused me endless explanations and frustration.  I was Chairman of the Public Safety Committee for 4 years and became increasingly concerned about the overcrowding issues, largely in the older 2 family homes and especially in East Summit.  What is happening is that greedy absentee landlords are taking advantage of people by turning these homes into “boarding houses” with no safety provisions.  I became concerned because there were significant fire hazards. Peoples’ lives, including infants, are placed in jeopardy.  These are older homes with poor electrical wiring and inadequate means of egress.  Rooms were becoming “apartments” with increased electrical demands that taxed the wiring resulting in fires.

I saw first-hand the dangers.  One house had its electricity cut off and they ran extension cords across the yard from the house next store.  People crowded into basements.  The worst I witnessed was a small 2 family house on Orchard Street that had 19 people living in the 2nd floor unit which had an unfinished attic, accessible only by a “ship’s ladder” in a closet.  The attic had no ventilation, hanging insulation and few floor boards.  This is where infants and children slept.

As I tried to raise the awareness of this issue, every time I said, “illegal occupancies”, many heard “illegal aliens,” a term I never used.  I have been a leader fighting discrimination dating back to my days at Summit High.  Interracial dating started back then and friends of mine were excluded from a prom party because of this.  I organized another party where all were welcome.  I have actively worked for the disabled.  My adopted son is part Afro-American and part Latino.  My business partner and close personal friend for over 50 years is an Afro-American.  I have an Afro-American nephew and am god-father to a Latino niece.  Quite frankly, the charge that I raised this issue over bigotry hurts, particularly since the exact opposite is the truth.

Under certain situations, local police can assume some immigration powers.  There were those on Council and in the Community that advocated this.  Some cities did this and did it badly.  As Chair of Safety, I, Mayor Glatt and Chief Lucid adamantly opposed this.  It is true that the occupants of these houses are largely immigrants, but as a leader one cannot turn your back on situations that could result in the deaths of innocent victims.  Then there was the fire on Walnut Street that displaced 36 people.  It could have been Summit’s biggest disaster.

I have introduced ordinances and resolutions to significantly increase the penalties to offending landlords and to allow Fire Inspections of non-owner occupied 2 family homes.  Summit has a requirement that when a unit (private home or apartment) turns over, a “Continuing CO Inspection” for safety is required.  This is not about registering tenants, it is about registering units for safety inspections to protect tenants.  Yes, we have a severe housing situation in this state, but taking advantage of people and putting their lives at risk is unacceptable.  That is bigotry at its worst.  For my part, I will continue to seek solutions.  That is what leaders do.

