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Settlement reached with former township resident
Thursday, January 28, 2010
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BY KIMBERLY REDMOND
Pascack Valley Community Life
OF COMMUNITY LIFE

After nearly two and a half years of litigation, a settlement agreement has been reached
concerning a lawsuit filed by a former township resident who alleged that several
township officials violated his civil rights.

The agreement, which Mayor Joseph Blundo was authorized to execute at the Monday,
Jan. 25 council meeting, allows for the settlement to be paid out of the township's
insurance. In exchange, one of the provisions under the terms of the settlement
agreement calls for the placement of a permanent restraining order on Jeffrey Matfus, a
former River Vale resident.

Matfus filed a suit in United States District Court against the township in December 2007,
listing Mayor Joseph Blundo, Township Attorney Holly Schepisi, Councilwoman Denise
Sieg, Councilman Dwight de Stefan, Councilman Mark Bromberg, former Police Chief
Aaron Back, Lt. Robert Ryan, former Superintendent of Schools David Verducci, Board of
Education Business Administrator Kelly Ippolito, Board of Education President Lorraine
Waldes, the River Vale Board of Education and five John Does as the defendants.

In the suit, Matfus claimed the defendants "have engaged in continuous, relentless and
malicious campaigns of retaliation" against him "since the early 1990s" due to his
"outspoken [ess] about numerous issues."

According to the suit, Matfus expressed his opinions on a number of matters, including a
misuse of public funds, zoning changes in the township and violations made by the
township concerning the Open Public Records Act (OPRA). The suit also identifies some
of the various safety concerns Matfus raised to officials, some of which include asbestos
and lead exposure, child abuse reporting and claiming that the township was withholding
"key information during public meetings."

Some of the alleged harassment listed in the suit included contributing to a Web site to
"publically ridicule and humiliate him," "installing a metal detector at Town Hall, expressly
due to an alleged concern… and selectively using [it] when he attends public meetings,"
stealing his car, slashing his tires, disseminating private medical information about him
and barring him and/or causing him to be barred from public places, such as stores.

"The acts of harassment and retaliation," said the suit, "were not only intended to cause
serious financial and emotional harm… but to also stifle his speech, minimize his
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credibility and thereby weaken his message and drive him out of River Vale."

According to Schepisi, the township's outside counsel recently filed a motion for
summary judgment to have the case dismissed and the court refused to allow it until all
discovery was completed.

Settling with Matfus "is no admission of any guilt whatsoever," said Schepisi during a
phone interview on Monday afternoon. "The only reason we're doing this is that it's
financially responsible to do so."

An analysis conducted by the township's outside counsel determined that upwards of
$60,000 could be spent in further legal expenses if the case moved forward, she said,
adding that the Joint Insurance Fund has paid "in excess of $70,000" defending the
township over the past two years.

Matfus will be paid a "nuisance value payment," which, Schepisi said, is "generally
regarded as a payment to end frivolous litigation." The attorney declined to disclose the
amount to be paid in the settlement.

"Of the nuisance value payment being made, not one dollar is going to Mr. Matfus,"
Schepisi explained at Monday's council meeting. "Instead, the full amount is going as
payment towards a portion of his legal fees."

Under the terms of the settlement, a permanent restraining order will be placed on
Matfus barring him from any contact with the defendants and their families.

"He's also agreed to refrain from any conduct that we consider threatening in nature
[and] he's agreed to a non-disparagement clause," the attorney said. "And there's a
provision in the agreement that would allow us to enforce the terms of the settlement
through injunctions and/or monetary damages."

The township must also abide by certain confidentiality clauses and non-disparagement
clauses, added Schepisi.

"Even in the event that we had won the motion for summary judgment or if we had gone
to trial and won the matter, we would have never been afforded any of the protections
that we managed to negotiate in this settlement agreement," she said.

E-mail: redmondk@northjersey.com
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