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While New Jersey officials push for greater consolidation of government, what is mentioned less often is that doing so could mean laying off loved ones.

Whether it's a father or cousin or spouse, life in the public sector is often a family affair. The tri-county region alone boasts a Democratic political dynasty and scores of municipal and county officials related to one another.

"There is rampant nepotism in New Jersey, particularly in county government and the public authorities," said Brigid Harrison of Montclair State University.

"We've long had this idea of a kind of neutral, competent, merit-based bureaucracy. The federal government has typically been the gold standard when it comes to public hiring. We do fall short of that in many areas throughout the state."

The fear is that family ties make some officials reluctant to pull the trigger on layoffs, address incompetence, or worse, tackle corruption in earnest.

Family ties also may explain why Trenton has not more forcefully tackled unaffordable pensions and health benefits for public workers. The Democrat-majority state legislature has over the past several years protected nepotism by ignoring bills that would outlaw the practice across all state entities.

Revelations about financial mismanagement and largesse at the Delaware River Port Authority sparked an outcry among the public and politicians, including Gov. Chris Christie. While legislators like Assemblyman Domenick DiCicco, R-Gloucester, were calling for DRPA CEO John Mattheussen's head, one prominent South Jersey Democrat said Mattheussen should stay.

"John Matheussen has done a very good job and has brought a lot of stability and credibility to an organization that was a laughing stock in the region," said Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney, D-Gloucester, in a media report last summer.

"He has earned the opportunity to be reappointed."

It just so happens Sweeney's brother, Richard, sits on DRPA's board. Mattheussen, a former Republican senator, is considered an ally of Sweeney and Democrat George E. Norcross III, chairman of Cooper University Hospital.

Politicians have had their hands in DRPA's coffers for years. The authority paid out lucrative contracts to the law firm of incarcerated former Sen. Wayne Bryant, D-Camden, while his wife, Cheryl Spicer, held a top administrative position there.

Approximately 564,000 local and state public-sector jobs are crammed into New Jersey's 21 counties, a rate of 76 positions per square mile, or six per 100 residents, according to Department of Labor and Census Bureau data.

In contrast, Pennsylvania employs 16 local and state government workers per square mile, or five per 100 residents; New York employs 29 per square mile, or seven per 100 residents; and Delaware employs 32 per square mile, or seven per 100 residents.

John Paff, a chairman with the state Libertarian Party, says nepotism is an inherent problem in this state.

"The government has no customers to satisfy and has a monopoly on power," Paff said. "The ultimate solution is to downsize and restrict the government from having all this influence."

John Weingart of Rutgers University said the perception of nepotism in New Jersey is at times overstated.

"Government can be a very fulfilling profession and a way to try to make the world a better place," he said.

But nepotism also can get in the way of efficient government, conceded the former Department of Environmental Protection official.

"Where it's a problem is when somebody is in a supervisory position to a relative," Weingart said.

"Regardless of how talented the relative may be, anything that happens in terms of raises or promotions would be suspect and the ability to fire someone who you're going to see at Thanksgiving is limited.

"That's clearly a problem."

Proving your worth

Some public-sector families are already being affected by the shrinking of government. Tammy DeLucca, a 16-year deputy Camden County fire marshal, was laid off April 4.

Her father, Lindenwold's 16-year Democratic Mayor Frank DeLucca Jr., said his first impulse was to try to save her job by calling county officials.

Tammy told him no.

"The county has to do what they have to for their residents," said Tammy DeLucca, 37. "I prefer my dad not get involved and if they want to retain me, it's because of my service."

Mayor DeLucca's two sons are still employed by the Cherry Hill Fire Department.

Being related to someone in power can also mean having to work twice as hard to prove your worth.

Sen. Donald Norcross, D-Camden, is the younger brother of George Norcross. (The latter also sits on the Courier-Post editorial board as a three-month appointee.)

"Most people know me for my years of advocating on behalf of Camden County," said Donald, the labor leader who has long served on the board of the county's United Way chapter.

Norcross acknowledged his name recognition but said constituents have gotten to know him since he was first elected to the State House in 2009.

"Elections speak for themselves," said Norcross, who won a special election last fall to serve out the unexpired term of Dana Redd, now mayor of Camden.

Paff disagrees with that premise.

"This presumes the election process is a fair way for people to get what they want." he said. "The elections are another gamed system and casting a ballot in some counties is enacting a predetermined decision."

Donald Norcross has made concerted good-government overtures, including introducing a bill that takes aim at nepotism in charter and public school districts.

"It's not necessarily who you know, it's your skill sets" that should get workers hired, he said. "The playing field should be fair for all New Jerseyans, not just a select few."

Until recently Norcross's communications chief was David Marcou, a recent University of Pennsylvania graduate whose aunt is Assemblywoman Pamela R. Lampitt, a Cherry Hill Democrat.

Lampitt has known Norcross for years. Norcross said his office hired Marcou based on interviews and writing samples. He said the two did not socialize outside of work or campaign circles.

Another Norcross brother, attorney Philip, is a managing shareholder and CEO at the Marlton-based law firm, Parker McCay, a major political donor that is paid millions of tax dollars per year to handle government contracts here.

Parker McCay counts as a client the Casino Association of New Jersey, which is involved in revitalizing Atlantic City's casinos and benefited from a state rescue package championed by Sweeney and signed into law this year.

Enforcement rare

Most municipalities do not have ordinances barring nepotism, and the few that do rarely enforce them.

In 1998, Monroe Township council adopted a nepotism ordinance. In August 2003, Mayor Michael Gabbianelli hired his son, Michael Jr., as a township police officer.

Gabbianelli, a retired Monroe police officer, says the move was legitimate because the hiring process followed state Civil Service Commission regulations. But that isn't an exemption detailed in the town's antinepotism ordinance and CSC spokeswoman Mary Ann Jemison says her agency doesn't override anti-nepotism ordinances.

Over the last several years, bills to eliminate nepotism statewide have been introduced by legislators, only to die or languish in committee. No comprehensive anti-nepotism bill has been introduced this session.

Assemblywoman Amy Handlin, R-Belford, sponsored the most recent version in the 2008-09 session, which would eliminate those from the public sector who work in the same entity with relatives; triple the fine for violation to $1,500; and regulate the practice where officials can hire each other's relatives across several agencies.

"It's an idea whose time has come, but the Democrats haven't posted or moved this bill, because, presumably, many would be affected by my law," Handlin said.

"This seems like a concept that would fall under Gov. Christie's ethics proposals. I would have no trouble getting more support if it moves."

Paff said the blockage of the bill is another example of legislators having trouble carrying out the wishes of the average taxpayer.

Christie's circle

Christie's crackdown in February on the patronage-laden Passaic Valley Sewerage Commission, which led to 71 layoffs and the ouster of six commissioners, sent a powerful message that this way of doing business in New Jersey might be coming to an end.

But similar to the DRPA, patronage at PVSC has been well known for years. Christie's own circle is not without cozy connections.

Last year, his administration hired BettyLou DeCroce, wife of Assembly Minority Leader Alex DeCroce, to fill a $130,169 deputy commissioner position at the Department of Community Affairs.

The same year, Christie retained Deborah Gramiccioni, a holdover from the Corzine administration.

Gramiccioni is director of the state Authorities Unit, a $137,000-per-year job in which she serves as Christie's decision maker when it comes to entities such as the DRPA. In February, her husband Chris was hired to his first public-sector job as Monmouth County first assistant prosecutor -- a $150,000-per-year post.

Christie's powerful North Jersey Democratic ally, Essex County Executive Joseph DiVincenzo Jr., has a brother who works for Essex County College and a son-in-law employed by the county prosecutor's office.

DiVincenzo's son, Joseph G. DiVincenzo, is the legislative aide to Kevin Ryan, the dual office-holding assemblyman in the 36th legislative district.

The elder DiVincenzo had pushed for Ryan -- a county undersheriff -- to fill the slot vacated by Fred Scalera last year.

"Joe D," as he is commonly known, was recently outed for a faux retirement that allows him to collect a pension for a six-figure job he still holds.

‘Who you know'

But does the private sector work that much differently when it comes to nepotism?

No, said Harrison of Montclair, who explained getting a job because of personal connections in the private sector is common to the point of banal.

"That's why there's the saying, "It's who you know.' "

But even in New Jersey -- with its reputation for graft and corruption -- idealism and the opportunity to help others also are motivators.

The rewards of public sector work are obvious. Dedicated teachers become mentors to promising students, police officers keep dangerous elements off the streets.

Cherry Hill Councilwoman Sara Lipsett's path began in college, during the 1992 Clinton-Gore campaign, which rallied youth in a way not seen since John F. Kennedy's historic presidential bid in 1960.

"That was big," Lipsett recalled.

Lipsett is the daughter of Ken Shuttleworth, former communications director for Camden County and a former reporter for the Courier-Post. Shuttleworth was hired by then-Freeholder-Director Rob Andrews, who influenced both Sara and her brother, Patrick.

"Andrews was always a really big influence on my life," Lipsett said. "His dedication to public service -- he was a role model to a lot of people."

Patrick Shuttleworth started in public life in 1996, as an aide to former Freeholder Laurelle Cummings. His path was set when Cummings created the county volunteer center.

"It was a great experience because we found out there are a lot of people out there willing to volunteer their time to various causes," said Patrick, now director of Health and Human Services for Camden County.

The Shuttleworths agree county connections may have helped Patrick's career, but it's a job he takes seriously.

"Public health is an interesting field because it's invisible a lot of times, until you really need it," Patrick said.

In 2004, his department swooped in to treat students at Camden Catholic High School during a meningococcal scare. During the H1N1 epidemic last year, the county administered more than 40,000 vaccinations.

"Folks sometimes take those things for granted," Patrick observed.

In Gloucester City, Jack Lipsett -- husband to Sara and brother-in-law to Patrick -- is trying to attract developers to the largely fallow Freedom Pier.

"We're moving forward and redeveloping the waterfront along the Delaware River," said Lipsett, acknowledging the budget climate has been trying.

"We're very happy -- given the economic situation here in New Jersey and America -- that we're not laying anyone off this year.

"Knock on wood, there will be no furloughs."

As the Iraq war began in 2003, an unpopular move by Fieldsboro Mayor Edward Tyler set his son Timothy on the path to public service.

Tyler made national headlines with his decision to remove yellow ribbons from borough property until there were regulations to block future displays that could be deemed offensive.

"I was with him when he returned hundreds of threatening voice mails from angry residents and organizations," Tim recalled.

Mayor Tyler's risky stand inspired Tim, Burlington County clerk and former Fieldsboro councilman, and his brother Ed, an eight-year Mansfield police officer.

North Jersey boasts two more high-profile examples of namesakes: the brother and nephew of U.S. Rep. Donald Payne, D-N.J., served in the Assembly, and son Donald M. Payne Jr. is a Newark councilman-at-large and Essex County freeholder.

Payne Jr.'s city council colleague, Ronald C. Rice, is the son of longtime Sen. Ronald L. Rice.

As much as offspring are inspired to follow high-profile parents' career paths, the latter are equally proud to be imitated by their kids. Ken Shuttleworth, the former Camden County official, modestly attributed his children's success to others.

"Rob Andrews is 'Mr. Smith Goes to Washington'", Shuttleworth said.  "I'm proud they took their cues from him. They also have a tremendous amount of admiration for the other guy, George Norcross.”
"They take their cues from me, too, to some degree."

Staff writer Lukas K. Murray contributed to this report. Reach Jane Roh at (856) 486-2919 or jroh@gannett.com and Jeremy Rosen at (856) 486-2456 or jrosen@gannett.com
