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United Way of Bergen County

County helps ease the fears of unemployed

BY CHRISTINA HERNANDEZ
Of SuburBan News

As a computer operator for an
electronics company in Wayne for
24 vyears, Loren Scordato, like
many other working professionals,
was sure a pink slip wasn't coming
her way.

And then it happened.

She was laid off more than
three months ago, joining the 8.9
percent of New Jersey's unem-
ployed population, according to a
federal study in April — a victim of
the plummeting economy.

Since then, Scordato has been
looking for a part-time job, with-
out success, and now plans to

enroll in a training program, hop-
ing a career change would result in
better employment opportunities.

“It’s very hard,” Scordato, who
has lived in Mahwah for 18 years,
said of being unemployed. She
said she is “very lucky” her chil-
dren no longer rely on her income
for support, but she continues to
worry.

“I'still don’'t know what is going
to happen,” she added.

It was at the cafeteria at the Eric
S. Smith Middle School in Ranisey
on May 7 when Scordato took a
step in facing her fear of the
unknown - attending Bergen
County’s “The Road to Resources
and Recovery,” the second of three
sessions held in May aimed at link-
ing residents with the resources
they need to get back into the
workforce.

Residents trickled in during the
three hours that evening. Scorda-
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to scoured pamphlets with infor-
mation on homeowners’ and
health insurance, and with the
stroke of a ballpoint pen, joined a
mailing list to receive information
on loan programs.

Bergen County Sheriff Leo
McGuire told residents how they
can avoid foreclosures; Bergen
County Community Action Part-
nership Inc. promoted its financial
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programs and representatives of
United Way of Bergen County
held consultations.

In recent months, representatives
of the county have made it their ini-
tiative to spread the word about its
longstanding services for residents
in economic distress by bringing
information about them on the road
— and particularly to affluent com-
munities where these types of serv-
ices are not well-known.

“Not everyone knows about the
services provided,” said county
spokesman Brian Hague. “Right
now, this is one of the economic
downturns that a lot of people
who never had a reason to seek
assistance are affected by the cur-
rent economic climate.”

Bergen County Freeholder Julie
O’Brien of Ramsey, one of the
organizers of Smith school event,
said bringing it to communities in
which there are not a large num-
ber of residents in financial distress
is important.

“The one thing that we have
found,” she said, “is these are peo-
ple who've had Wall Street jobs —
had good jobs. Now they find
themselves in need and are embar-
rassed. They don’t want to come
forward, and don’t want people to
know they are struggling. It's a big
part of what’s going on.”

The unemployment rate in
Bergen County was at 7.2 percent
in May — the highest it's been since
the summer of 1992 when it
reached 8.2 percent, according to
the Federal Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics.

Since the economic downturn,
one of the busiest departments
under the Bergen County services
umbrella, which was also featured
at the event, has been the Depart-
ment of Human Services.

The department was established
in 1987 to provide services to aid
children up to seniors and from
working families to the homeless
in financial crises. County officials
appropriated $14 million this year
to operate the eight divisions
under the department that special-

ize in the areas of child care, assist-
ed transportation, domestic vio-
lence intervention, counseling and
benefits for veterans.

In addition, the department col-
laborates with more than 50 com-
munity organizations in awarding
grants of nearly $16 million to
municipalities and nonprofits.

Dolores Raiz, the director of
human services in Mahwah, said
that is the one service the town-
ship takes advantage of.

Through a cooperative agree-
ment under the county’s Division
of Community Transportation,
Raiz said the township applies for
grants every three years to lease a
van from NJ Transit to shuttle
Mahwah seniors to health
appointments or senior-related
activities as well as Ramsey seniors
to area nutrition programs and
offices or to offset the driver's
expenses.

Midland Park administrator
Michelle Dugan said the borough
plans to use the Division of Senior
Services, which administers the
non-profit Meals on Wheels and
sponsors educational and out-
reach events for older adults, to
increase programs for seniors.

Dugan said those “details are
still in the works,” but she empha-
sized that the borough has posted
the type of services available
through the human services
department on its Web site.

Oakland and Waldwick offi-
cials have taken similar steps.

“The borough, like most New
Jersey towns, is not the primary
provider of social and financial
assistance services,” said Oakland
administrator Richard Kunze.
“We have, however, done a few
things within our scope of respon-
sibility to help provide resources to
those in need.”

He added the borough’s library
offers residents programs in the
area of computer skills training
and the borough'’s senior services
director is working to “identify and
implement suitable programs and
services” for the influx of younger
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