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Gov. Chris Christie Tuesday described his first year in office as one of dramatic reform, but local officials here say from their perspective, too little has changed for taxpayers.

"The concept is that the state cuts back - OK. But the costs trickle down to counties, municipalities and school districts," said Mayor Dave Mayer of Gloucester Township, responding to Christie's State of the State speech.

"The governor seems to believe 2010 was a great year for New Jersey. I disagree. Property taxes continued to rise and there's been no real economic boost," said Camden County Freeholder-Director Louis D. Cappelli.

Few disagree spending cuts enacted by the governor were necessary to grapple with the $11-billion deficit his administration forecast upon taking office last year. But slashes in state aid to municipalities and schools have left administrators with gaping budget holes.

Related

· Christie's ambitious agenda has a familiar ring to it
Property taxes are expected to increase across the state in fiscal year 2012, despite a 2 percent tax cap that kicked in Jan. 1.

"He really highlighted how unusual it was to get that property tax cap and (2 percent) arbitration cap in place," noted Patrick Murray of the Monmouth University Institute of Polling.

"But there's a lot more that needs to be done to make it a reality at the local level."

"In one year, New Jersey has gone from being a basket case to being a national model," Christie said, in his State of the State address before the legislature Tuesday.

"Those same newspapers who thought we were in deep trouble are now telling a different story."

The latter is certainly true, but it depends on the week and whether the paper is inside the state or outside it.

Christie's bracing language has won him positive attention from politicians across the country who also are grappling with unwieldy budgets and pension obligations. But in New Jersey, he has occasionally tripped himself up by picking verbal spats with teachers and the Democratic majority.

"I just hope he pays his fair share of the pension bill," said Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt, referring to the governor's decision to skip a $3 billion payment toward the state pension fund in order to close the budget gap.

Cherry Hill's obligation was more than $5 million this fiscal year and is expected to increase in the next.

"We were hoping countywide that reforms in the pension system would encourage some retirements," Cappelli said. "That has not happened.

Still, the governor has won points for style from political observers. And after years of both parties papering over the state's deficient finances, it is virtually impossible to disagree with some of the administration's initiatives - though undoubtedly some unions will.

"We must modestly raise the retirement age in an era of longer life expectancy," Christie said. "We must curb the effect of COLAs (cost of living adjustments) in a time of low or no inflation."

"As the population grows older and people are able to work longer, the age of retirement should be raised," Platt agreed.

"But as far as COLA, I think it's important to give people increases because they have to keep up with the economy (and expenses)."

Christie's administration held fast to a tax break for wealthy New Jerseyans in the face of efforts to maintain a property tax rebate for seniors. Though Christie was generally careful to depict the legislature as partners rather than foes in his speech, the Democratic leadership was quick to protest his address.

"Working-class women have lost access to critical health care," said Speaker Sheila Y. Oliver, D-Essex. "Seniors have lost their property tax rebates and the working poor have seen their Earned Income Tax Credit cut while the state's wealthiest received a tax break."

"Frankly when it comes to the really hard issues, he's backed away as much as anybody he's complained about," said Collingswood Mayor Jim Maley. "They need to immediately start new hires with a defined contribution benefits plan, like a 401K. It's not a subject that's on the table for us to discuss."

"He needs to turn the property tax system upside down," Cappelli said. "Right now it's a very regressive tax system that unfairly punishes seniors and lower- and middle-income people."

As much as towns have complained about Christie's style, local administrators are quick to agree the state's multiple layers of government -- and taxing entities -- are what really hurt residents. Both the governor and Senate President Stephen Sweeney, D-Gloucester, have pushed hard for consolidation and shared services, pointing to disparities such as the wide range of tax bills levied by fire districts -- depending on whether they are staffed by career or volunteer personnel.

Also on the horizon across the state are steep cuts in public safety personnel. In December, the Camden County Prosecutor's office said it was facing layoffs of 50 employees, an estimate that has since worsened, spokesman Jason Laughlin confirmed Tuesday. The office plans to submit a layoff plan to the state today.

Nearly 400 Camden city employees - including 180 from the police department - will lose their jobs Jan. 18 if a new contract isn't reached.

Pollster Murray said the governor is likely aware such steep cuts in services will blow back on him as much as they will on local officials.

"Mayors will hear from angry voters this fall, but overall the majority of the blame will fall on the governor's shoulders," Murray said.

The entire state legislature is up for election this year, and state politicians are nervously awaiting the result of redistricting. Public employee unions representing teachers, police and firefighters are expected to invest heavily in races in order to beat back a GOP-led effort to retake the majority in the State House.

While various factions duel over the remaining tool kit bills, mayors remain fearful residents will be stuck with large property tax bills despite all that's been accomplished over the last year.

"There is a big difference between Trenton and Main Street," Mayer said. "On Main Street, people know who you are. They see you walking around and you're the easiest one to blame.

"In Trenton you're under a Golden Dome. That definitely is the structure of government here -- mayors will take the brunt."
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