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Teachers get tough with Camco board

By ADAM SMELTZ
Courier-Post Staff 
At first, the evening felt more like a Memorial Day picnic than a political showdown.
Teachers' union members and supporters by the dozens -- an estimated 300 or more -- poured into a park here Thursday. They ate hot dogs, listened to the Rolling Stones and soaked up the late-afternoon sun.
But they were here to rally, get angry and play hardball with the Camden County freeholders, who have asked local school boards to reduce costs and the property-tax burden.
The freeholder board held its monthly meeting Thursday night in Waterford's municipal building, adjacent to the park.
Union members representing as many as 30 school districts turned out in a show of solidarity. Once the meeting began, just more than a dozen union members and supporters addressed the freeholder board.
Many said teachers have already sacrificed by accepting less-expensive health care plans and are struggling in the troubled economy. Some suggested the freeholder board ought to stick to its own business, saying the attempt to advise local school boards amounts to meddling.
"Let me remind you: We don't spend public monies; we earn them," said John Martin, a retired teacher from Cherry Hill.
Chris Berzinski, a New Jersey Education Association representative, said the county's tight-fisted approach is "a little much for these folks," referring to teachers.
The freeholders have cut county spending and the county property-tax levy for three years in a row -- a trend maintained when they unanimously adopted a $326.5 million annual budget on Thursday evening. The plan includes no layoffs, but freeholders are attempting to seek concessions from county workers.
The county work force has been reduced by more than 600 employees in recent years, primarily through attrition.
Two freeholders -- Carmen Rodriguez and Rodney Greco -- work in public schools in the county, and a third, Riletta Cream, is a retired educator.
Confronted by the angry union members, Cream said the freeholder board supports educators and knows they don't make enough money.
"I do care. We care on this board," Cream said. "We. Not just me."
But she said the board was echoing President Barack Obama in suggesting that everyone needs to tighten his or her belt in tough economic times.
And "in reality, we have no jurisdiction over (teacher) negotiations," Greco said. "I know you all know that."
He said the freeholder board is trying to look out for the taxpayer.
Louis Cappelli Jr., the freeholder-director, was the focus of much of the unions' ire. He has offered cost-cutting help to all the taxing entities in Camden County, encouraging them to follow the county's lead and reduce spending.
"We cannot do it alone," he said. Cappelli noted he once advocated for a higher starting wage for teachers in Collingswood -- "when times were good."
"Times have changed," Cappelli said, closing a meeting that ran two hours. "Police are contributing to their health benefits. Firefighters are contributing to their benefits. I will not apologize for trying to save the taxpayer money."
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