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Mayors opposed to the 2 percent cap on property tax increases hurtling toward approval by the state Legislature voiced their concerns to an Assembly committee today, stating exceptions to the exemptions now being excluded.

The mayors of Cherry Hill, Collingswod, East Windsor, Elizabeth and Fanwood urged lawmakers to act on management reforms that would help them control costs before limiting their leeway to raise local revenues. They also said costs beyond local officials' control - for things like special education, tax appeals, state aid losses and reserves for uncollected taxes - should be exempt from the cap.

Such costs are within the compromise 2 percent cap negotiated by Gov. Chris Christie and Senate President Stephen Sweeney that was announced last Saturday. Assembly Speaker Sheila Oliver announced Wednesday that the Assembly Democrats support the cap though still have concerns about "some holes" in its details.

"In concept, we support the cap. We know that residents of this state want to see some restraints put on their taxes. But we have to give people at the local level the leverage that they need to make it work for their community," Oliver said. "... There continue to be difficulties with the (veto) as issued."

The state Senate is scheduled to vote Thursday morning to concur with the conditional veto Christie delivered this week that puts the terms of the deal reached with Sweeney into legislation.

The state Assembly is expected to follow suit and concur with the conditional veto, perhaps as soon as Monday. It will then probably pursue additional exemptions to the cap in separate legislation in coming weeks.

The 2 percent cap would exempt pension and health care costs, capital expenditures including debt service and costs needed to respond to an emergency, but 10 other exceptions allowed under the current 4 percent cap would be erased. Voters would be allowed to override the cap in a referendum.

Elizabeth Mayor Christian Bollwage said such override votes will almost certainly fail. "There is no citizen in the state who's going to say, 'Oh yeah, I want them to tax me more money,"' he said.

East Windsor Mayor Janice Mironov said that perhaps the most significant omission from the cap exemptions is the reserve for uncollected taxes that must be maintained by municipalities to ensure there is enough cash to pay the bills - as well as pay school districts and counties their levies, which are collected by the muncipalities. When tax collections drop if taxpayers can't make their payments, a municipality must levy higher property taxes to replenish and expand its reserve.

"It is not logical, it is not fair to omit" it, Mironov said.

Some lawmakers and education groups are also pushing for an exemption for special education costs. If children with significant challenges must be enrolled in special schools, the costs can run over $100,000 a year for one child.

"That's beyond a town's control," said Assemblyman John McKeon, D-Essex. "You don't want to get a situation where you have mainstream education ever feel, hey, my kid or your kid. It'll be hurtful and destructive to all the good things we've done in the state to help people with special needs."

Mayors acknowledged the rough political terrain they're facing. Collingswood Mayor Jim Maley said Christie has seized on a potent political issue and that the Legislature is following, but he worries lawmakers won't be as keen on tool-kit and pension reforms he says are needed.

"It's popular. It's crazy popular. It's the most popular thing I've ever seen. It's crazy popular with people," Maley said of the reduced tax cap.

"My fear, all of our fear, is that you're not" going to follow through with reforms, Maley said. 'It's crazy popular to tell people you owe me less. ... It's another thing to say to folks I'm reducing your income and benefits and cutting back what you're going to get to work. We don't expect that Trenton will react the same to the latter as it did to the former."

Lawmakers say they will consider the other management reforms that would revise things like civil service and arbitration through the summer, with votes planned for late August or the fall.

