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CHERRY HILL — Assembly Majority Leader Louis Greenwald said the cost of the merger of Rutgers-Camden and Rowan University will determine his view.

He said he is trying to figure out the cost of Gov. Chris Christie’s controversial plan to merge Rutgers-Camden with Rowan by July 1 and to eliminate the Rutgers University name in South Jersey.

However, he sees it as an advantage for South Jersey if it results in expanded student enrollment.

“It would help, but at what cost?” Assembly Majority Leader Louis Greenwald, D-Camden, told the Courier-Post editorial board Thursday, alluding to the lack of an administration cost estimate for the planned merger.

“We have a capacity issue now,” he said, referring to lack of room at state colleges that leads to migration of students out of state. “I don’t know why people should object to growing a school in South Jersey.

“By investing (in this), we will stop the migration, but I am not for or against this merger until I know where the money is coming from,” he added, saying he is in the midst of fact-finding to try to determine that. “Right now, I am probably against it if it is revenue neutral.”

He complained South Jersey is not receiving a fair share of college funding and that underfunding has raised tuition rates and contributed to the students going to school out of state.

The Legislature has not been consulted by the governor on the merger or given any data, Greenwald said, but he acknowledged he believes Christie has the authority to order the union without legislative approval.

“As majority leader I see this as a reaction to a decades-old problem. Under both Republican and Democrat administrations, we have sorely underfunded education because it is the best place from which to take,” he said. “And regardless of the merger, we need a higher education bond act.”

Greenwald said he does not necessarily see a disadvantage in the loss of the state university name for South Jersey, citing prior name changes for Glassboro State College (now Rowan) and Trenton State College (now The College of New Jersey) that did not prove detrimental.

They were not the state university with the worldwide recognition of Rutgers and its resources. Rutgers faculty, its students and alumni and others say the prestige of Rutgers, research grants and use of its research library would be lost for South Jersey if Rutgers is to become Rowan.

As a parent, Greenwald said he would be more concerned with the quality of education a college offers his child and not necessarily with the name, though he conceded the name has become an emotional issue.

In his appearance before the editorial board, he also addressed other statewide issues that included the Assembly tax relief plan and charter schools.

On tax relief, he espoused the Democrat plan in the Assembly for property tax reductions and tied it to the economy, saying it will improve it and stop homeowners from leaving the state, unlike the governor’s proposal for an income tax cut.

“The property tax system is broken and the number one tax burden in this state is not the income tax but the property tax,” he said, saying it makes the state unaffordable and calling an income tax cut the wrong approach for residents who pay the highest property taxes in the nation.

The Assembly plan for a 20 percent tax credit would benefit 95 percent of the households in the state and eventually provide up to $1,600 and $2,000 a year to the average family beginning with a credit of nearly $1,000 on the first $5,000 of property taxes in the first year of a phase-in period of several years. Seniors and the disabled would see a bigger reduction of 25 percent.

Of state property taxpayers, 95 percent make $250,000 or less a year and more than 48 percent earn less than $50,000 a year.

This Assembly proposal would depend on reinstatement of the tax surcharge on millionaires that was eliminated in 2010 — a tax Christie, a Republican, opposes.

“The governor sadly disagrees with this for political reasons,” the Democrat leader said. “I think the reason is he is playing to the national audience (as a possible vice presidential candidate.)”

The Assembly approach differs dramatically from the governor’s across-the-board income tax cut of 10 percent that would bring $275 a year to a middle-class family but would give millionaires $7,625 a year phased in during over three years.

A state Senate plan for property tax relief relies on revenue projections Greenwald termed “sketchy” and would bring less savings than the Assembly plan.

The majority leader said an income tax cut is the wrong approach and helps the wealthy more than those on lower incomes.

“The New Jersey economic comeback is centered on a more realistic property tax foundation,” he prognosticated.

He also said he is hopeful Christie will change his mind. “He’s a practical man we’ve worked with on other issues... and he has an opportunity to do the right thing,” he said.

On charter schools, Greenwald said the 16-year-old state law allowing their creation should be revamped to give local districts input now lacking in decisions the state department of education makes about need and location of such schools. He said charter schools should be allowed only for districts that are educationally deficient and should not be taking money away from public schools in other districts.

He said Regis Academy in Cherry Hill was not needed in the four areas it was primarily created to serve — Somerdale, Lawnside, Voorhees and Cherry Hill — nor was it favored by suburban superintendents.

“I welcome it, but those seats should be given to students from the city of Camden,” he said. “This administration has put charter schools where they are not necessary.”

