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BY MARY DIDUCH
STAFF WRITER | THE RECORD

LITTLE FERRY – This year's mayoral race is shaping up as more than a simple rematch between Mayor Mauro Raguseo, a Democrat, and
retired businessman Bernard Sobolewski, a Republican who challenged the mayor four years ago.

For the first time in 16 years, an independent candidate, former Councilwoman Debbie Ferrante Rivera, has launched a bid for the top
elected position in the borough, raising questions about how her candidacy could affect the election in a borough that has long been
dominated by Democrats.

"It's a three-person race for mayor, so it's going to be interesting to see what people think," said Elise Wrede, the campaign manager for
Sobolewski and Republican council candidates Foster Lowe and Eileen De Leeuw.

Aside from Ferrante Rivera's challenge, this year's election is unusual in another, more mysterious way. An independent expenditure
committee known as a super PAC has mailed numerous fliers to borough residents since the summer attacking Raguseo. Unlike
traditional political action committees, super PACs can raise unlimited amounts of money from individual donors.

Raguseo, who is running with Councilmen George Muller and Ronald Anzalone, said he is accustomed to negative campaign ads from
previous elections. But this is the first time he has seen a super PAC take such an active and potentially influential role in a local election.

In this case, the mailings are being circulated by a group called Focus on Families. The group, which has a mailing address in Harrison,
has listed Gianni Donates as its treasurer with the Federal Election Commission but has publicly disclosed little other information.

"These fliers are ridiculous in their attacks, and I think the people of Little Ferry know that," Raguseo said.

In an interview in his office in Borough Hall last week, Raguseo defended his record over the past eight years as mayor – a record that the
Focus on Families fliers attacked. The group alleged that property values in the borough have decreased — a situation that Raguseo
attributes in part to extensive damage from Superstorm Sandy.

The fliers also target Raguseo for seemingly getting too close to Governor Christie, a Republican, during the recovery effort. Raguseo said
it was important to work with the governor to get the resources the borough needed after the 2012 storm, which heavily flooded and
severely damaged the borough.

"Politics should have nothing to do with that equation," Raguseo said.

The mayor said he is seeking a third term because there are projects in the works, particularly some related to Sandy recovery, that he
wants to complete.

"I know there's work left to do," Raguseo said.

Independent spending groups like super PACs must report their expenditures to the state before an election if they spend more than
$1,400 and explicitly back or urge voters not to vote for a specific candidate, though the state's Election Law Enforcement Commission
wants legislators to tighten financial reporting requirements for such groups. Focus on Families hasn't filed anything yet with the state.
Donates, who is named as treasurer for three super PACs in addition to Focus on Families, confirmed in an email that he is the group's
accountant and treasurer but said he could provide no further information.

Sobolewski said the Focus on Families fliers are not connected to the Republican slate. Wrede and the other Republican candidates
offered no opinion on where they may be from.

Sobolewski and his running mates said they have been focused on bringing a new vision to the borough. They would focus on improving
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infrastructure, tackling the borough's flooding issues, improving the borough's aesthetic appeal and ensuring that the borough's finances
are more tightly controlled.

"I'm a lifelong resident here. I see it deteriorating, and I want to see it improve," Sobolewski said.

Sobolewski acknowledged that his party has long faced an uphill battle to regain power in the borough because of the Democrats'
dominance. But he is hoping the independent candidacy of Ferrante Rivera and her daughter and running mate, Karissa Rivera, who is
seeking a council seat, diverts votes from the Democrats.

Neither Ferrante Rivera nor her daughter responded to messages seeking comment.

Sobolewski, who mounted an unsuccessful independent bid for mayor in 1999, noted that Ferrante Rivera has a following from her days
as a Democratic councilwoman. He added that it also appears that her campaign has some money behind it; the borough is peppered in
bright blue lawn signs that either bear the mayor's name and those of his running mates, or Ferrante Rivera's. There are few white signs
on the lawns around Little Ferry promoting the Republican slate.

"There is a possibility that she could siphon off a good amount of votes from the incumbent administration," Sobolewski said. "If that
happens, that puts us a little closer."

The independent slate has missed two deadlines for filing campaign financing and spending disclosure forms with the state. It was not
clear why Ferrante Rivera split from her party after serving six years on the council, ending in 2004. She ran unsuccessfully for council
as an independent in 2008.

Thomas Quirico, a Democrat, served as mayor when Ferrante Rivera was on the council. He declined to go into specifics but said there
were several incidents that led to the party's decision to no longer support Ferrante Rivera.

"When her time was up, we didn't back her," Quirico said.
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