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Things will change for firms accustomed to pocketing hundreds of millions of local tax dollars each year in New Jersey.

No, Gov. Chris Christie and legislators haven't proposed a cap on the earnings of professionals -- including attorneys, engineers and planners -- who can collectively take home nine or 10 times more than the salary of a community's top-paid official.

Yes, local elected officials will continue to award professional contracts to campaign contributors.

But with the tax levy cap halved to 2 percent next year, municipal leaders will have to cut professional costs that often accumulate beyond budgeted amounts.

Related

· Concerns over expenses rise in Medford
"The 2-percent cap includes the need for towns to lower professional services," said Scott Rudder, R-Burlington, former Medford mayor. "Under the cap, there's flexibility for each township to administer unilateral caps for all professional services."

Deptford Mayor Paul Medany scoffed at the idea of towns paying for professional services with a tighter cap. His township's annual legal costs alone have more than doubled, to approximately $475,000 since 2007, despite efforts to decrease those fees.

"I don't know how any mayor in New Jersey is paying for anything," Medany said. "You can't fix things in six months that have been around forever. Are they going to call private services and say, "Cap your services at 2 percent?' "

Medany and other officials -- as well as leaders of municipal organizations such as Bill Dressel, executive director of the state League of Municipalities -- said towns will be hard-pressed to reduce costs and avoid legal issues without the state's help. And it's unlikely the state will allot professionals to provide guidance to local governments, an established function in some states like Massachusetts.

Municipalities can decrease hourly rates of professionals, mitigate professional involvement, share services, hire in-house professionals or bolster insurance policies, officials explained.

Big bucks spent

New Jersey municipal finance records show seven of the largest tri-county municipalities spent a total of $12.8 million in tax dollars on legal services alone from 2007 to 2009.

"Many municipalities are at fault for allowing excessive contracts to persist over the years," said Christie spokesman Michael Drewniak.

"Anyone who's watched local government over the years has seen where there are escalations that often involve the same entities year after year without cost considerations."

Under Medany, Deptford has stopped paying its engineer to attend all town council meetings and it has reduced its hourly rate for attorneys by $40 to $145. Officials have transferred more responsibilities, including tax appeal duties, from outside contractors to the township solicitor, and they have reduced labor litigation costs by 40 percent since 2008 by sending employees to JIFF insurance seminars and improving their work environments.

"We never shut the door on anything," Medany said. "With tax appeals and labor work I'd say there's no way we're going in-house by next year. We'll look at it at the end of the year."

Gloucester Township, the tri-county's third most populous municipality with 64,700 people, boasts by far the lowest per-household legal cost at around $8. Officials attribute that to an in-house law department that annually costs about $110,000 and a $360,000 per year comprehensive insurance policy.

"If we weren't fully insured, we'd have to pony up legally," said Business Administrator Tom Cardis. "We try to manage claims to avoid big hits."

A bargain price

Gloucester Township also gets an unheard-of deal from its solicitor, David Carlamere. The self-employed attorney and township resident is considered an employee of the town and directs the two-member law department without receiving benefits. He works under a $57,821 annual retainer that is about half of what other municipal solicitors charge. The retainer set by ordinance covers legal preparations, depositions, research, township meetings, insurance work and communications with officials -- services some municipal solicitors bill separately for, according to local finance records.

Carlamere only bills the township for what he describes as rare occasions when he's inside a courtroom. His hourly rate for in-court work is $195.

"I think it's fair to me and to the government" for between 20 and 35 hours of service per week, he said. "I can't answer why my charges are so much less. Maybe other attorneys would say it's cheap, but I think it's fair."

Although state municipalities large and small share the same fundamental needs for professional services, municipal officials and experts don't believe there's a population-based model for efficiency. They say each community has different needs year to year and the unexpected -- such as natural disasters or litigation -- can drive up costs.

Massachusetts model

Massachusetts established its Attorney General's Office in 1988 to help municipalities in the commonwealth deal with costly legal issues without having to be billed by private firms.

The Massachusetts Attorney General's Municipal Law Unit reviews amendments to municipal laws to assure they are constitutional and consistent and follows by sending a written decision to local officials. The unit also advises towns on a wide range of legal affairs, including litigation that challenges state or local laws, and works with city and town attorneys and officials to help communities avoid legal problems.

Camden City pays about $1.5 million per year for an in-house legal staff of two dozen employees. Between 2007 and 2009, the city also paid an average of $400,000 per year to outside legal specialists.

After citing the Massachusetts example of state helping town, New Jersey League of Municipalities Director Dressel said it would be beneficial for the state Attorney General's Office to be more supportive of local government.

New Jersey's department generally doesn't offer legal services of any kind to municipalities, said spokesman Peter Aseltine. And neither does the state Department of Community Affairs. However, spokesman Christian Rattell said, "If there were a specific incident, we would not mind discussing the municipality's options in more detail."

N.J. barriers

Bob Casey, executive director of the state Municipal Management Association, said he doubts local officials in the state would trust state-appointed professionals to assist with their needs. He said there would be too many concerns over the adequacy and validity of their work as it relates to protecting the interests of a municipality.

"The best way to control costs is to hire experienced and ethical (professionals), and then to follow their advice," he added.

Richard Harris, director of the Walter Rand Institute for Public Affairs at Rutgers University, is against levy caps and believes the election process should be the control to how local officials spend tax dollars. Because of cap constraints, Harris said municipalities may want to look in-house for professional services or look at consolidation. He said higher levels of government here could provide a professional service to municipalities, as is done in Massachusetts.

On a smaller scale, Harris suggested the idea of a county pool of attorneys to provide general legal services for its towns.

Contributions go on

Meanwhile, officials in several South Jersey communities awarded contracts to professionals and firms who contributed thousands of dollars to the campaigns of their elected officials.

Between January 2009 and May 2010, Medford paid a total of $2 million to law firms Capehart & Scatchard and Parker McCay and engineering firms Alaimo Associates and Environmental Resolutions Inc., according to finance records. Over the past few years, those firms contributed tens of thousands of dollars to successful GOP council campaigns and township Republican organizations, state election records show.

Evesham's solicitor, Tony Drollas, is from the firm Capehart & Scatchard, which contributed thousands of dollars to the Evesham Republican Committee and other election funds that helped finance the successful 2009 campaign of three GOP council members.

In Washington Township, solicitor Tim Chell's firm contributed to the successful 2008 council campaign of Democrats, including Mayor Matt Lyons, as did attorney Timothy Scaffidi's firm, to which the township has paid a total of around $12,000 for legal services over the past three years.

Carlamere, 17-year Gloucester Township solicitor, has given thousands of dollars to Camden County and 4th District Democrats and party groups since Democratic Mayor Ann Mullen appointed him to lead the town's legal department in 1993. Carlamere is a former township councilman and county freeholder who unsuccessfully ran for district assembly seats in 1999 and 2001.

Not every professional or firm that contributes to candidates or committees in a municipality or county is awarded contracts. But a few of the approximately 18 attorneys Cherry Hill pays have contributed money to successful Democratic town council campaigns, including Joel Spivack and Steve Eisner. Over the past three years, Spivack has taken home $39,323.03 as township zoning board attorney and Eisner's firm has earned $73,127.74 to handle township tax appeals.

Last week, the Courier-Post left unreturned voice messages regarding campaign donations with members of the most prominent, politically involved South Jersey firms.

But Bill Layton, head of the Burlington County Republican Committee, said he doesn't think there's an automatic implication that if you contribute, you get a contract. Often, he added, personal relationships and friendships lead to political donations and contracts.

"(Contributors) aren't just people who are interested in working with us," Layton said.

In the end, most officials and experts share Harris' sentiment: "Professionals should be hired on a merit basis; having someone in-house is good, provided you can afford it."
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