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TRENTON — Gov. Chris Christie says to change New Jersey's image nationally New Jersey itself has to be changed, and let's face it: New Jersey can't be changed in any substantial way until the independent agencies and authorities are brought under meaningful control or eliminated.

There are about 50 state authorities, unelected -- and worse, unaccountable -- bodies that have the power to float billions of dollars worth of bonds without a vote of the people or subject to elected officials.

Comptroller Matt Boxer's audit of the Turnpike Authority, which oversees the Turnpike and Garden State Parkway, gives a peek into what an institution run by the inmates is like. Boxer found $43 million in waste, and a lot of that followed the toll hikes of 2008. They had to have the money, they said, and we thought they meant to protect the quality of the roads. They needed it to protect their cushy lifestyle.

"While tolls are going up, the Turnpike Authority is overpaying its employees, overpaying its management, overpaying for the health plan and overpaying for legal services," Boxer said.

In a time when New Jerseyans are struggling to makes ends meet, if they're lucky enough to be employed, the turnpike and parkway gave out about $30 million in bonuses to employees and management without any consideration to performance.

Some examples found involving the 10 union contracts expiring next year:

Snow bonuses. Workers were paid to clean snow, sometimes on overtime but also got a bonus for going out in the snow they were paid to remove.

Birthday bonuses. Some folks at the parkway got paid because they worked on their birthday.

Free E-ZPass transponders so workers on the toll roads wouldn't have to pay tolls to get to the work to collect tolls. No wonder they didn't flinch at another toll hike.

Holiday bonuses in addition to overtime pay.

A $10,000 payment for a toll operators event that none of the authority's employees went too.

The Turnpike Authority doesn't include the Atlantic City Expressway. That's because when the turnpike and parkway operations were combined, the South Jersey Transportation Authority, that's the A.C. Expressway and Atlantic City airport, was left out as a sop to the South Jersey political establishment, a little patronage toy to play with.

If you think the Turnpike Authority is unique, take a gander at the Delaware River Port Authority, which operates four bridges between New Jersey and Pennsylvania and the PATCO light-rail line. It has been a patronage dump for both states for decades. The Jersey side is run by the crowd around Camden County Democratic Party Boss George Norcross.

CEO John Matheussen, former Republican state senator, has been working without a contract since July. Christie has told him to fix things at the DRPA, a peculiar way to handle that since the abuses were ongoing under Matheussen's reign. Why trust him to fix it?

Pennsylvania Commissioner John J. Dougherty has been calling for Matheussen's resignation. In a surprise move, he asked to give Matheussen a three-year contract and cut his $212,000 salary to $175,000. That resolution was referred to the DRPA's newly created compensation committee, a part of the "reforms" installed to make us feel better about the $4 tolls that are scheduled to go to $5 next summer.

At the last meeting, DRPA Commissioner Robert Bogle made his priorities clear. Fox 29 TV in Philly reported he complained, "To bring me here at 6:30 at night and not provide me something to eat is shameful."
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