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CAMDEN — Stuck with a governing body he did not create, Gov. Chris Christie used his single, most powerful tool over the Delaware River Port Authority Thursday: He vetoed the minutes of the last two board meetings, effectively nullifying several actions taken by the board of the bistate authority.Not since former Gov. James McGreevey, one day after taking office in 2002, vetoed the minutes of a meeting conducted by a then-Republican-controlled board has a New Jersey governor wielded that power.

Christie called a news conference Thursday to announce his veto and to give CEO John J. Matheussen "very little time" on the job to persuade the 16-member board of commissioners to adopt his reform agenda.

While not written in the authority's bylaws, New Jersey generally picks the authority's CEO, which in Matheussen's case is a $181,081-a-year job. In return, Pennsylvania chooses the chairman, a powerful, but unsalaried, post.

Christie and Matheussen, a former Republican state senator, met privately Thursday for an hour before conducting a news conference outside DRPA headquarters at One Port Center on the Camden waterfront.
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· Christie to DRPA: Come up with reforms -- and fast
"I will not permit this authority to continue to operate in the way it has," said Christie, who was dissatisfied with the board's response to a long list of reforms that he demanded in letters dated July 29 and Aug. 10. "I told Sen. Matheussen he has to be an agent of change. I also told him DRPA is running out of time. I am at the tip-top of my patience."

Matheussen, who has held the top job for seven years, has been working without a contract since July.

Technically, he could be fired at any moment with board approval. Some news outlets reported that Christie was making an appearance at Thursday's DRPA meeting to do just that. Despite pressure to fire Matheussen from a number of sectors, however, Christie said he would give him "not much, but a little more time."

"Politics should not be involved in this building. I will not allow inaction," the governor said.

"I expect Sen. Matheussen to make reform happen and he knows if he does not he will be held accountable. There is no misunderstanding between us. It was never my intention to fire Sen. Matheussen. I expect him to be part of the solution," Christie said.

Pennsylvania Commissioner John J. Dougherty who has been lobbying for Matheussen's ouster all summer, said he will call for his resignation for "dereliction of duty and willful deceit" at the next board meeting.

"I am literally stunned by Governor Christie's inexplicable vote of confidence for John Matheussen," said Dougherty. "I can only conclude that they haven't yet found a lateral political position for Matheussen. This decision will further erode the toll-paying public's dwindling confidence in the integrity and accountability of the authority."

Matheussen said he heard the governor "loud and clear."

"I am relieved that a lot of the economic development issues are behind us, so we can get back to the core business of DRPA, which includes the four bridges, PATCO Hi-Speedline, the RiverLink ferry and the cruise terminal," he said.

Matheussen said his goal is to reduce the authority's budget by 2 percent next year, or about $2.6 million and impose a hiring freeze. He reaffirmed that bridge tolls will rise in July from $4 to $5.

Christie urged Matheussen to hold a special board meeting before the next scheduled meeting on Sept. 15.

He called the reforms adopted during two August board meetings "watered-down resolutions" designed to "get out of the headlines that raise serious questions about the leadership and commitment to accountability."

Christie wants the board to adopt the following measures:

A two-year prohibition on jobs with vendors that have done business with DRPA for commissioners and top management.

A stronger conflict of interest policy for commissioners.

Allow the N.J. comptroller to investigate charges that two insurance brokers -- Willis of New Jersey and Graham of Philadelphia -- routinely cut deals behind closed doors to divide commissions evenly regardless of the work involved. Christie called the practice "most disturbing" because one company takes home money it didn't earn just to keep the money flowing evenly between the states.

He also objects to the authority's sick leave policy which allows employees to cash in unused sick time.

"Sick time is for sick people, not an end-of-the-year bonus," Christie said. "I am having this discussion all over the state."

The governor expressed frustration with the eight commissioners from New Jersey, all Democrats, all with four years left on their terms. That means he will not be able to appoint new commissioners until the beginning of a second term, if he runs and wins a second time.

He also criticized the "mad rush to spend money on pet projects of the former governor" in December before Gov. Jon S. Corzine left office. During two December meetings, the authority spent about $50 million on economic development projects.

That topic triggered an outburst by John Lawless, former DRPA board secretary, who attended the news conference. Lawless was escorted from his desk in April by armed DRPA guards for an undisclosed reason. He has a filed a complaint against the authority with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission charging discrimination for an undisclosed health condition.

Lawless said Matheussen asked him to determine the latest possible date for a December meeting that would not run afoul of a potential veto from the new governor in January. The last meeting was held Dec. 28.

"What board holds an important meeting on Dec. 28?" said Lawless, a former Pennsylvania legislator from Montgomery County.

Under the compact that governs DRPA, the New Jersey governor has 10 business days from the receipt of the board meeting minutes to invoke the veto.

When Matheussen denied the accusation, Lawless shouted: "Let's take lie detector tests."

Assemblyman Domenick DiCicco, R-Gloucester, called DRPA's efforts to reform "a feeble attempt at pacifying the public."

"It is time for a changing of the guard at the authority," he said.
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