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The idea of consolidation and shared services among municipalities, counties and school districts is not new to New Jersey. But a struggling economy has made the practice more palatable than ever -- particularly with grass-roots support to fuel it from beleaguered taxpayers.

"You want this movement driven by the people. They need to be at the table. But they can't do it alone," said Gina Genovese, former mayor of Long Hill, Morris County, and executive director of Courage to Connect NJ. Her nonprofit, nonpartisan organization helps motivate residents to steer their communities toward more efficient and effective government.

"Courage to Connect was formed for people, but a lot of elected officials have reached out to us, which is a wonderful thing," Genovese said.

She considers the model for consolidation to be Middlesex County's Woodbridge Township, which consists of 10 unincorporated "towns." Five of them, including Avenel, Colonia, Fords, Iselin and Woodbridge proper, each have populations ranging from 15,000 to more than 18,000 -- larger than many municipalities.

"Merging governments gets rebuffed because a lot of times people think they're going to lose their identity. But that doesn't have to happen and once people understand that, they will drive the process," Genovese said.

With school districts in New Jersey, no new statewide studies are afoot to look at consolidations or mergers. But the Department of Education is strongly urging districts to consider sharing more services, including shared staff such as superintendents and business administrators, said department spokesman Alan Guenther.

While each county superintendent's office has done studies on school regionalization within the county, as required by legislation passed under former Gov. Jon S. Corzine, the more detailed feasibility studies to examine individual district mergers, by and large, aren't being done, in part because they are expensive -- an ironic victim of the sour economy, perhaps.

On towns, no statewide studies of mergers are happening, according to the Department of Community Affairs. In 2007, the Legislature did pass a law creating a six-step process for consolidating. It calls for municipalities interested in consolidating to create a commission made up of people from their towns, with community and state approval. It takes from one to two years for the commission to consider merging the participating towns and issue a recommendation. If the recommendation is positive, towns must then approve the merger through voter referendum, a municipal governing body resolution or both.

Prospects

Although no mergers have yet been produced from the legislation, there are rumblings. A loud one comes from Merchantville, a Camden County borough of fewer than 4,000 citizens. A campaign is mounting in the borough to examine a merger with adjacent Cherry Hill, a township of more than 70,000 residents.

A group of Merchantville residents has been pushing for consolidation. It has created a Facebook account and arranged meetings, including one with Genovese in attendance.

But it is still unclear what savings and benefits there would be for each municipality and for each school district.

"Because it's been discussed at the municipal level, it's certainly on our board's radar. The implications for our school district is a topic the board will have to address at a later date," Cherry Hill district spokeswoman Susan Bastnagel said.

Cherry Hill, with nearly 12,000 students, dwarfs Merchantville, with about 400. The larger district's overcrowded elementary schools are in the area closest to Merchantville. Merchantville's sole school might have capacity for more students, but it's an aging facility. It sends its high school students to another district, neighboring Pennsauken, which has in the past gone to court successfully to prevent Merchantville from pulling out of its sending-receiving agreement.

In Monmouth County, talks to merge police departments in Belmar, with about 5,900 residents, and Lake Como, with 1,800, stalled about two months ago over civil service issues, Lake Como Mayor Mike Ryan said.

The two boroughs have made a start with interlocal services agreements to share jail and court space.

Even a poor economy is not always enough to spur consolidation. In Burlington County last year, Medford Lakes' council voted down a proposal to dissolve its police force and be served by surrounding Medford's police department -- despite a study that showed the plan could cut annual taxes by $426 for an average home in the borough of just more than 4,000 residents.

"The residents of Medford Lakes care about preserving their community's identity and independence and maintaining a small, safe, close-knit place," Councilman Gregory Lackey said. "Most are willing to pay that premium, at least for now."

Commitments

Despite the roadblocks that may hamper municipal mergers, evidence exists that shared-service agreements are booming throughout the state.

In Morris County, Mine Hill, Wharton, Rockaway Borough and Victory Gardens entered into an agreement with the Town of Dover in February 2009 to share its municipal court.

Farther south, Glassboro has been aggressively involved with Gloucester County on sharing services to reduce the size of government and rein in taxes. The borough was one of only two Gloucester County towns to avoid a municipal tax increase this year, in part due to a shared tax assessor, emergency medical services, trash services and other shared ventures.

Councilwoman Ingres Simpson said the shared services cut Glassboro's costs by $2.34 million this year, amounting to $350 per average household.

In October, Gloucester and Camden counties worked out a shared-service agreement to provide educational options for students with disabilities.

Under the agreement, Gloucester County's three Bankbridge schools serving students from elementary age through 21 will offer available seats to sending school districts for their eligible students in adjacent Camden County.

"We built our schools for our children to receive the best educational opportunities and for our taxpayers to get the best return on their investment," Gloucester County Freeholder-Director Stephen M. Sweeney said. "Camden County will pay tuition to help offset the cost to Gloucester County taxpayers. Shared services are a win-win."

Sweeney added that the county's special services schools save taxpayers on average $25,000 per student over private out-of-district schools. The cost for Camden County students and Gloucester County students will be the same -- from about $31,000 to $33,000 per student -- allowing both counties to save money that would be otherwise spent on private schools.

The Gloucester County Special Services School District also shares an administration with Gloucester County Institute of Technology, the county's vocational and technical high school, saving an additional $1 million annually on salaries and benefits.

Grand-scale consolidation of smaller school districts -- a plan legislated in 2007 during the tenure of former state Education Commissioner Lucille Davy with a September target date for results -- got placed on the back burner this year after Gov. Chris Christie's administration ordered drastic cuts in school funding.

Nonetheless, some districts have had shared-service agreements for years and others are joining them.

In Gloucester County, the Gateway Regional High School District and its four constituent districts have been sharing several administrative services for years. Last year, the National Park, Westville and Woodbury Heights districts began paying for superintendent services from Gateway after their superintendents left. The Elk Township school district entered into an agreement last year to share the services of Delsea Regional High School District's superintendent.

Several smaller Camden County districts now share superintendents and other administrators. Gibbsboro and Berlin Borough share a superintendent, business administrator, special education director, technology director and child-study team. Starting Jan. 1, they will also share a facilities director to oversee buildings and grounds, and they plan to merge their computer systems by July 1. The districts now share a music teacher and, Business Administrator Frank Domin said, students in the smaller Gibbsboro district have been able to take advantage of extracurricular opportunities not available to them before.

But many district officials believe outright consolidation will not bring hoped-for financial savings and could affect education negatively, as well.

Preliminary data from a Rowan University study on the feasibility of merging the Berlin Borough, Gibbsboro and Voorhees districts with their regional high school district, Eastern Regional located in Voorhees, showed the bill would actually go up for some taxpayers because of added transportation costs and having to assume debt service approved by other municipalities.

Cherry Hill, one of the state's largest districts, participates in a purchasing cooperative with about 300 other New Jersey school districts, saving about $200,000 annually on various supplies ranging from custodial to classroom. It participates in two joint insurance funds, a utilities purchasing alliance and a consortium for banking services.
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