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CHERRY HILL — Riding high on a successful election year for his party and his brand, Gov. Chris Christie paused Tuesday to discuss the economy and domestic issues.

In an interview with Gannett New Jersey reporters and editors at the Courier-Post, the first-year governor indicated a cautious optimism about the state's economy -- based on the Democratic-majority Legislature delivering the reforms he demands.

He also promised good news for Camden: The Department of Community Affairs is expected to announce transitional aid awards to the impoverished city today.

"Revenues are up over our projections," Christie said, of the state's economy. "I think that's a product of things getting somewhat better and a product of us more realistically projecting what revenues will be."
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Christie said his pledge not to raise taxes on anyone -- including millionaires -- had helped stabilized the business climate.

But the ground feels shaky for some local governments across the state. A hard 2 percent cap on tax increases takes effect Jan. 1, and legislators are still squabbling over the most important of the "tool kit" reform bills meant to reduce spending obligations.

"The Legislature has no choice but to pass the tool kit," Christie insisted. "What it will lead to is extraordinary layoffs at the municipal and county level if they don't do it, and it will be their responsibility."

The tax cap compromise between Christie and Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney, D-Gloucester, was unveiled with some fanfare in July. But the factions are again at odds over the tool kit.

Shortly after the governor left the Courier-Post newsroom, Sweeney and Assembly Speaker Sheila Y. Oliver, D-Essex, announced a "revolutionary" arbitration award compromise in a State House press conference.

Christie swiftly swatted down the effort, accusing the majority party of not being serious about strict limits on annual public employee expense increases.

Democrats complain Christie's apparent unwillingness to compromise will drag local governments over a cliff come 2011.

"The idea that he is the uncompromising East Coast Arnold Schwarzenegger gets him YouTube moments and time with Oprah," said Assemblyman John Wisniewski, D-Middlesex.

"But it doesn't get him good government."

"That's why we got rid of a monarchy during the American Revolution," complained Deptford Mayor Paul Medany, a Sweeney ally.

"He (Christie) might be the loudest guy in the room, but he isn't the smartest guy in the room. His job as governor is to get everyone in that room together and say, ‘Hey, people, let's fix this.’"

But Christie has largely been insulated from state Democrats' criticisms because of his heightened national profile. In cross-country speeches during the elections and in town halls statewide, Christie has portrayed his political foes as hapless.

"I am playing with house money," Christie told a packed ballroom of 600 at the Hyatt in Philadelphia on Tuesday morning. "What that frees you up to do is to not be a panderer, not be an incrementalist."

Christie addressed the annual breakfast of the Committee of Seventy, a century-old nonpartisan clean government group based in Philadelphia.

He recalled wielding his veto pen when Democrats tried to pass a "tax increase bill" -- actually an effort to restore property tax rebates for seniors by raising taxes for millionaires.

"For the first time in eight years, taxes weren't raised on the people of New Jersey," Christie said.

But Christie told the Philadelphia group that thanks to his efforts, Pennsylvania would cease drawing away overtaxed New Jerseyans.

The unorthodox politician is a standout figure in a time when American confidence in institutions has crumbled. Christie campaigned for a number of candidates in key presidential primary states such as Iowa. On Tuesday, he continued to dismiss chatter about his 2012 prospects, insisting New Jersey's interests drove his cross-country trips.

"When I went and campaigned for those folks, one of the things I asked them for was an opportunity to meet with business leaders in their community," he said.

Christie said his efforts to reform New Jersey would also rehabilitate its cultural image.

Business leaders at the breakfast in Philadelphia seemed impressed.

Joe Frick, CEO of Independence Blue Cross and a Committee of Seventy member, said the "larger-than-life' governor had lived up to the hype.

"Those of us fortunate enough to be in leadership should work on using that leadership to make positive change,' he added.

The governor further bolstered his national profile Tuesday when he taped an appearance on "Late Night With Jimmy Fallon."

But the perception that Christie has one foot out the door isn't helping the confidence of jittery mayors at home.

"Part of his job as governor is to build consensus to move the tool kit forward," said Deptford's Medany. "We're in a bind here."

"Civil service reform is good and needed but I don't think it reduces property taxes," said Gloucester Township Mayor Dave Mayer, airing a common complaint about the tool kit.

"The governor and Legislature are playing off each other, and until they resolve their differences nothing's going to happen," said Mayor Bernie Platt of Cherry Hill.

Moorestown Mayor Daniel Roccato derided his Democratic counterparts as "a bunch of whiners."

"We can sit here all day and lament the fact that those meanies in Trenton took away our money," Roccato said.

"That's true, but at the end of the day it doesn't solve the problem."

Regarding what he described as significant transitional aid to Camden, Christie said, "I have spoken to Mayor (Dana) Redd about this personally. They have to continue to move toward reforming the city government.

"This aid will be cut back if they don't meet best practices."

Redd has announced severe police and fire department layoffs pending contract concessions.

As for the problem agency located near Camden's waterfront, the Delaware River Port Authority, Christie said he was helpless to do anything.

"I don't have an appointment on the DRPA until 2014. Sen. Sweeney made sure all of those folks would be reappointed in '09 for five-year terms, just in case," Christie said, jabbing at his sometime partner, sometime foe.

Sweeney was not available for comment Tuesday.

Asked why Christie did not use his bully pulpit to pressure figures like DRPA CEO John J. Matheussen to resign, Christie shrugged and said there was no point.

"I'm all for public embarrassment, but these guys were put there -- to stop me from doing what I wanted to do."

Christie's use of his star power and PR tools such as YouTube appears to have insulated him from the usual constituent blowback from a down economy. A Fairleigh Dickinson University poll released Tuesday showed 49 percent job approval for the governor versus 39 percent disapproval. His favorability ratings were about split, 45 percent positive to 41 percent negative.

Pollster Peter Woolley said the last New Jersey governor who was able to successfully brand himself was Tom Kean. The contrast there, however, is that Kean was viewed as a bipartisan bridge-builder.

"I think it will be interesting to see where this is going to go," Woolley said of a more partisan governor in Christie than was advertised during his campaign.

"Voters . . . don't like those hard lines drawn in the sand," he said. "They're more interested in resolving the problem."

But partisanship gives Christie a great deal more visibility in the national Republican Party. Democrats have tried to ding his image in a number of ways, including with the Race to the Top flap and questionable spending on travel when he was a U.S. attorney.

But John Weingart of the Rutgers Eagleton Institute of Politics agreed Christie has been the Teflon governor.

"It's hard to know that the Legislature is not controlled by his party based on the successes he's had so far," Weingart said.

"He's been remarkably effective so far in controlling and setting the agenda.'

But critics say that doesn't bode well for the Legislature should municipalities' worst-case scenarios become reality next year.

"What the governor has tried to do is anticipatorily protect himself from a very difficult 2011, in which the high-sounding rhetoric he's uttered does not match the reality of putting together budgets," said Wisniewski, also the chairman of the state Democratic committee.

"We're still facing enormously large shortfalls in revenue. Now that we've done all the theater and beaten up on teachers and public employees -- now what?"
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