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Popular Polar Plunges on Hold
Some Refuse to Abandon 

New Year’s Tradition

By BILL BARLOW

OCEAN CITY – Like the prelude to the climac-
tic battle scene in “Braveheart,” hundreds of brave 
souls lined up, waiting for the signal to charge. 

There were no broadswords or battleaxes, far 
less tartan, and a lot more Santa hats and bikinis 
than in the movie, and most people crowded doz-
ens deep on the Ocean City beach Jan. 1, 2020, 
wearing looks of nervous anticipation rather 
than grim determination. When the countdown 
ended, they ran full tilt up the beach and into 
the frigid water. 

That scene took place a year ago, when no one 
on that beach – or anywhere else – knew what 
2020 would bring. This year, Ocean City canceled 
the popular First Night celebrations and First Day 
events, including the first dip in the icy ocean. 

Gov. Phil Murphy’s executive order limits 
outdoor gatherings to 25 people, city spokesman 
Doug Bergen pointed out. That rules out most of 
the cold-water plunge events, which often draw 
hundreds or even thousands of participants. 

“Even if the event were not expressly pro-
hibited, it creates too dense of a crowd to be 
responsible,” he said. 

A few dedicated plungers plan to jump in the 
chilly water Jan. 1, 2021 anyway, but throughout 
the county, big, organized events were delayed or 

canceled to avoid the kind of close-packed crowds 
that could help spread Covid. 

A Year to Wash Off 
With or without an organized event, Carl 

Wanek, of Ocean City, plans to get in the water 
Jan. 1, 2021, as he has every year for more than 
a decade. He and his friend, Joe Schneider, even 
went in when the event was canceled for extreme 
cold, doing their own countdown and running in. 

“We’re definitely doing it this year,” he said. “I 
almost feel like we have to do it. It’s tradition.” 

Wanek described the event as an annual rite of 
passage – a way of washing off the previous year. 

“There’s not a year that needs to be washed 
away more than this one,” he said. 

Most years, friends and family gather to watch 
the plunge from the beach, or as he put it, “see 
me do this crazy thing for 30 seconds.” The ex-
citement of the crowd and the building adrenaline 
helps with the motivation. 

At first, when your feet and legs hit the water, 
it feels cold, but it’s still manageable. He and 
Schneider have a rule: Full submersion or it 
doesn’t count. 

“It takes your breath away. It’s like little nee-
dles all over your body,” he said. “When you’re 
running in, it’s not that big of a deal. It’s that 
dive under. That moment where it’s like, ‘OK. 
This is real.’” 

They often wear outlandish costumes. Wanek 
said he dressed as a wrestler, the Elf on the Shelf, 
and President Donald Trump for the plunge. He 
plans to continue making the plunge every year 
for as long as possible. 

Big Crowds Each Year 
In Wildwood, the long-standing Polar Bear 

Plunge typically draws more than 1,000 into 
the water in early January, raising hundreds of 
thousands for the athletes of Special Olympics 
New Jersey. 
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Dennis Opposes Rate Hike
Atlantic City Electric Seeks Increase 

to Fund $67M in Improvements 

By BILL BARLOW

DENNISVILLE - Atlantic City Electric (ACE) 
asked for a rate increase of $67 million to cover in-
frastructure improvements over the past two years. 

In December 2020, the company announced 
it requested approval for the hike from the New 
Jersey Board of Public Utilities (BPU). If approved, 
it would mean the average customer would pay 
close to $10 more a month for power. 

“Rate adjustments, while never popular, are 

necessary to continue to deliver the reliable service 
our customers depend on now and have relied on 
throughout the pandemic,” reads a statement from 
the utility, sent by Jake Sneeden, a regional spokes-
man for Pepco Holdings, which owns ACE. “The 
proposed rate adjustment is directly related to the 
reliability improvements we’ve made over the last 
two years, modernizing the local energy grid with 
smarter technology and stronger infrastructure to 
meet customer needs and expectations.” 

Cape May County residents have likely seen 
some of the work underway, including replacing 
transmission lines crossing the Great Egg Harbor 
Bay, using helicopters to install new transmission 
lines leading from Middle Township to the Wild-

woods over four miles of former railroad track 
crossing the marsh, a new substation on Elmira 
Street, in Cape May, and more. 

According to the utility, the work is needed to 
prepare for more serious flooding and damaging 
winds in the future. 

“Across our service area, we are continuing 
to see the impacts of more frequent and more 
severe weather driven by climate change,” reads 
a statement on the utility’s website, on a page 
detailing the projects.

The BPU plans to hold two public comment 
hearings virtually, in March, but no dates have 
been determined. They are part of an evaluation 
process that is expected to take until October 

W. Wildwood to Accelerate Ferentz’s Monthly Suit Payments
By SHAY RODDY

WEST WILDWOOD – Payments by West 
Wildwood to its police chief, Jacquelyn Ferentz, 
to satisfy a 2017 judgment in a whistleblower law-
suit she won will be accelerated by $17,000 per 
month, beginning in September 2021, as stated 
in Ferentz’s new employment contract. 

The five-year contract was reapproved Dec. 17, 
during one of the last meetings with the current 
slate of commissioners. Mayor Christopher Fox, 

who lives with Ferentz, abstained from the 2-0 
vote to approve the contract, but said he reviewed 
the agreement. It indicates Ferentz will receive 
over $22,630 monthly, after the September bump.

Ferentz received the $1.76 million judgment 
against the borough in a 2017 jury verdict. Her 
attorney, Michelle Douglass, was to receive 
$706,675 of the judgment, in accordance with 
her fee agreement, court documents state. 

“It’s already in the budget,” Fox said, noting 
Douglass would be paid off that month (Septem-

ber 2021) and the more than $17,000 monthly 
budget line item would transfer from the attorney 
to Ferentz. 

“It doesn’t affect the budget,” he added.
In a 2018 consent order filed in Cape May 

County Superior Court, Ferentz agreed to receive 
her remaining $1,060,012 in $5,040.60 monthly 
payments, for 201 months. Douglass agreed to 
be paid $17,589.96 in fees per month, for 42 
months. 

By BILL BARLOW

OCEAN CITY – A plan for massive wind tur-
bines off the coast received pushback at a recent 
Ocean City Council meeting, in which a council 
member questioned its impact on the local tour-
ism economy. 

“I’m as green as the next guy. I want green 
energy, OK? But I do not want to mess with a 
formula that has worked here for 100 years,” 
said Councilman Michael DeVlieger. 

Kris Ohleth, a spokeswoman for the energy 
company Ørsted, gave a presentation at the Dec. 
4 council meeting, outlining the plans for Ocean 
Wind, a massive wind energy project planned 15 
miles off the New Jersey coast, running roughly 
from Atlantic City to Stone Harbor. 

OC Sows Doubt on Offshore Wind Plan
It’s part of a plan by Gov. Phil Murphy to move 

New Jersey to entirely renewable sources of ener-
gy by 2050 and greatly reduce carbon emissions. 

The Ocean Wind project plans 99 wind turbines 
off the coast, each more than 900 feet from the 
water surface to the highest point of the spinning 
blades. They will be visible from the beaches of 
Cape May County. 

It’s set to be the largest offshore wind farm in 
the nation when completed, with the state in the 
process of taking proposals for a second project 
off the coast. 

“This is a project, as a Jersey girl, that is, frankly, 
very near and dear to my heart,” Ohleth said. 
“We’ll create a significant amount of construction 
jobs as we build this project and power over half-

2021.
The public hearings are mentioned in an 

800-plus-page filing on the rate increase proposal 
(https://bit.ly/37WmXi1), which also includes 
the email address for sending comments, located 
on page 170 of the filing. Comments may be 
emailed in a Microsoft Word or PDF format to 
board.secretary@bpu.nj.gov.

Comments may also be mailed to board secre-
tary Aida Camacho Welch, at the BPU, 44 South 
Clinton Ave., 9th Floor, P.O. Box 350, Trenton, 
NJ 08625-0350.

The application will also be reviewed by the 
state Division of Rate Counsel, an independent 
advocate for ratepayers.

If approved after the public comment period, 
the rate increase would not take effect until Jan. 
1, 2022. ACE officials cite the pandemic’s ongoing 

Bill Barlow

Hundreds braved cold ocean water to ring in the New Year, in Ocean City, Jan. 1, 2020, 
participating in one of multiple popular wintertime plunges. Similar events, in 2021, were 
delayed or canceled because of the pandemic, although a few hardy souls will not give up 
their tradition, with or without a crowd.
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