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CHERRY HILL — Gov. Chris Christie on Tuesday said a state Supreme Court ruling handed down that morning would drive up taxes statewide.

"I don't know when the Supreme Court is going to finally abandon the idea that if we just continue to throw more money at this problem we're going to fix it," Christie told around 400 people at the National Guard armory in Cherry Hill.

Hours before the afternoon town hall, the court ordered New Jersey to spend an additional $500 million on low-income school districts. In South Jersey, the so-called Abbott districts include Camden, Burlington City, Gloucester City and Pemberton Township.

Christie had previously expressed such outrage at the prospect of an unfavorable ruling that some expected him to defy the court. But he told constituents in the muggy armory that he would do as the judiciary ordered.

"You elected me governor, not emperor," Christie said. "So here's the deal: the Supreme Court is the Supreme Court and I have to comply with their order.

"But the deal is this: it's up to the Legislature now," he added. "Now the Legislature is going to have to figure where they find the $500 million."

It did not go unnoticed by the Democratic majority on Tuesday that the governor appeared to be shifting responsibility for complying with the court to State House lawmakers.

"The governor always seems to have a suggestion for how the Legislature should do something. But when it comes to resolving a school funding deficiency problem he is directly responsible for, all of the sudden he has no ideas, no thoughts, no ways whatsoever to resolve the problem," said Christopher Donnelly, spokesman for Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney, D-Gloucester.

"Instead, in typical fashion, he lays blame elsewhere and ignores his leadership duties."

There is little to dispute Christie's assertion that billions spent on the state's poorest school districts over the years had not yielded great returns. Camden schools are continually ranked among the lowest performing in the nation.

"Reforming education, not raising taxes, is the key to improving our state's education system for children," said Assemblyman Domenick DiCicco, R-Gloucester. "That should be our top priority right now, not raising taxes mandated by an unelected branch of government."

Christie's war of words with the state Supreme Court has excited conservatives who view the Abbott rulings as judicial activism. For months preceding Tuesday's ruling and before town hall audiences across the state, Christie has assailed Democrats like Sweeney for blocking confirmation proceedings for court nominee Anne Patterson.

"The Supreme Court is responsible to no one. They just send out invoices," Christie said. He and Sweeney ended their standoff over Patterson earlier this month.

In contrast to a May 10 town hall in GOP-controlled Burlington County, the audience in strongly Democratic Cherry Hill was a bit more quick to challenge the governor.

His first reference to the Abbott ruling was met with a smattering of applause. And when Christie poked his finger at Assembly Budget Committee Chairman Louis D. Greenwald, D-Camden, several audience members groaned with disapproval.

Christie warned that Democrats like Greenwald -- "someone near and dear to your hearts here in Cherry Hill" -- would be quick to raise taxes on Garden Staters to pay the higher Abbott schools bill.

"He wants to let every town in New Jersey charge its residents an income tax. And he wants every town in New Jersey to be able to charge a local sales tax on top of the state's sales tax," Christie said.

"I'm not the smartest guy in the world, but if you're trying to lower taxes why would you make more of them?"

Good question, if that's what Greenwald was trying to do. Rather, he has long proposed allowing municipalities to diversify their tax stream in order to lower property taxes.

Despite having trumpeted earlier this year a planned move toward consolidated police and fire service in Camden County, Christie did not mention the idea during the nearly two-hour-long meeting. Camden County Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said the first recommendations for the plan would be issued in June.

"Certainly there are some issues because of civil service that need to be addressed," said Cappelli, one of a handful of Democratic officials seated behind Christie on the dais.

Cappelli said the governor must sign the major tool-kit reform items such as civil service and health, fringe and pension benefits before the summer recess to help towns and counties stay below a 2 percent property tax hike cap.

Christie's town halls -- this was his 41st -- have been derided as political rallies by State House Democrats. But few Democrats have held public meetings to discuss legislative matters and invite comment. While Christie received some pointed questions on public education and the millionaire's tax, his overall message was a lesson in civics.

"People never came to these meetings. We were spending hundreds of thousands in taxpayer money," Christie recalled of his time as a Morris County freeholder.

"You have a disproportionate impact by showing up because so few of you do," Christie continued. "You need to come out of here, motivated to say, 'I'm going to have my say about this.' "
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