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Peek at the Week

By Paul Peyton of The Leader/Times

In Politics

Peyton's

Judge: Christie Cuts Didn’t Allow
Schools to Offer ‘Efficient’ Edu.

State Superior Court Judge Peter
Doyne ruled Tuesday that Gov. Chris
Christie's deep cuts to state school
aid last year left New Jersey's schools
unable to provide a "thorough and
efficient" education to 1.4 million
school children, nj.com has reported.

The Governor cut state aid by $820
million in 2010. Judge Doyne found
that the state would have needed $1.6
billion to fully fund the School Fund-
ing Reform Act formula.

The state Attorney General's Of-
fice argued that the aid cuts were
necessary because of New Jersey's
dire financial situation.

Scutari and Lesniak Would Be
In Same Dist. Under GOP Plan
Senator Nick Scutari (D-22, Lin-

den) and Senator Ray Lesniak (D-20,
Elizabeth) would wind up in the same
legislative district under a legislative
districts map proposed by Republi-
cans, nj.com has reported.

Meanwhile, Democrats, who have
majority in the Senate and Assembly
for the past 10 years, want to move
Assemblyman Joseph Malone (R-30,
Burlington) from his Ocean County
Republican-dominated district to a
Burlington County-based district that
has more Democrats.

The 10 members of state’s reappor-
tionment commission, split evenly
among Democrats and Republicans,
are waiting a decision by the 11th –tie-
breaking vote, Alan Rosenthal, a  pub-
lic policy professor at Rutgers Univer-
sity. The decision is due by April 3.

CWA Says Union Willing to
Pay 14 percent of Premiums

The Communications Workers of
America (CWA), which represents
about 40,000 New Jersey state work-
ers, has offered a plan union leaders
say would increase employees’ share
of health insurance premiums to 14
percent and save taxpayers more than
$200 million by 2013. The plan calls
for increased monthly contributions
and higher co-pays for doctor’s visits
and prescription drugs.

In response, Assembly Majority
Leader Joseph Cryan (D-20, Union)
responded: “This is a strong proposal
that serves as a good basis to jump-
start collective bargaining with the
administration. The administration

should give it a serious review and
then return to the table with a willing-
ness to use it as the basis to begin
earnest negotiations. The workers have
made a proposal as part of a good faith
negotiating effort, and the administra-
tion should now do the same.”

A spokesman for Governor Christie
said the governor planned to stick to
his plan to have state employees to
pay 30 percent of their health care
premiums through the legislative pro-
cess, nj.com reported. Union mem-
bers currently pay 1.5 percent of their
salary for health care coverage.

Union Workers Protest
Outside Ruiz Office

Members of the Communication
Workers of America (CWA) and other
unions including the New Jersey Edu-
cation Association (NJEA) and AFL-
CIO last week rallied outside the New-
ark office of Senator Teresa Ruiz’s (D-
29, Newark) and other legislators’ of-
fices in support of the collective bar-
gaining rights of unionized workers.

NJWSC Commissioners
Resign After Christie Demand
North Jersey District Water Sup-

ply  (NJDWSC) Commissioners
Albert Manzo and Michael Cricco
both resigned Monday after being
notified in writing by Governor Chris
Christie that he was removing them
from the commission. The Governor
said Mr. Cricco was being removed
for attending daytime NJDWSC with-
out permission of his employer, the
New Jersey Schools Development
Authority (NJSDA). Mr. Manzo was
being removed for not including a
second residence in Franklin Lakes
in his nomination documents to the
state Senate in March 2009, the Gov-
ernor said.

Lawmakers Seek to Ban
‘Bath Salts’ Following Murder
Asw. Linda Stender (D-22,

Fanwood) is among lawmakers that
plan to introduce legislation aimed at
banning the sale of “bath salts,” legal
powders that give users a high not
unlike that of meth. The bill  comes
after the murder in Cranford of a
Rutgers  senior by her boyfriend who
was said to have been using bath salts.

The legislation would criminalize
both possession and sale of any prod-
ucts containing substances that in-
clude mephedrone or MDPV.
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Democrats Name Wright to
Run With Estrada, Hudak

UNION COUNTY — The Union
County Democratic Committee has
announced that it has selected Vernell
Wright of Union, a former teacher, to
fill the third spot on the committee’s
slate for the county’s Board of Chosen
Freeholders. She will join incumbents
Angel Estrada of Elizabeth and Chris
Hudak of Linden. Ms. Wright replaces
Freeholder Nancy Ward, who an-
nounced she would not seek reelection.

“We believe our Democratic team
has the right priorities for Union County
in supporting important programs such
as education, jobs training, and shared
services,” said Mr. Estrada, who has
served on the board since 2000. “Union
County Democrats have also champi-
oned transparent and accountable gov-
ernment to the people and have main-
tained fiscal stability despite the na-
tional recession.”

Mr. Hudak, who was elected by the
Democratic Committee in December
to fill the seat left vacant upon the
resignation of Rick Proctor upon his
election mayor of Rahway, added he
would like to continue the progress
he said the board is making in helping
revitalize Union County’s economy.

“Our priority is to find ways to
stretch tax dollars without adding to
economic distress,” Mr. Hudak said.
“At the same time, we must also focus
on important things like assisting our
residents with jobs training at our One-
Stop centers, and working to create
new jobs as we’re doing with the
Wakefern project in Elizabeth and our
economic development projects.”

Mr. Hudak is a former manager of
the Rahway Motor Vehicles office
and was the legislative aid to the late
Senator Joe Suliga.

The Democratic freeholder candi-
dates said they will campaign on the
“$276-million property tax relief
plan” they said would result from the
22-year extension being negotiated
with Covanta Energy by the Union
County Utilities Authority for the
lease of the county’s incinerator in
Rahway. The new contract would run
through 2045.

The candidates also listed a wage
freeze of county employees “for more
than two years,” adding that “at least
eight public employee unions have
had their wages frozen and are con-
tributing more to their benefits pro-
gram.” They also spoke of shared
services, saying, “Millions (of dol-
lars) have been saved (for munici-

palities) through (county) programs
such as road repair, 911 dispatch ser-
vices, Hazmat services, immuniza-
tion programs, K-9 police dog pro-
grams and dozens of other special-
ized services.”

Commenting on the board’s listed
accomplishments, Jim Devine of
Democrats for Change said, “They
(Democratic Committee candidates)
are fast and lose with the truth.” He
said the county should be paying off
the remaining debt on the incinerator
rather than extending the lease.

Mr. Devine also said the proposed
6 percent increase in county taxes is
three times the state-imposed cap on
tax levies and  three times the rate of
inflation. He also said the county has
not accounted for a quarter of a mil-
lion dollars in receipts from last year’s
Musicfest. “It’s (county Democrats
listed accomplishments) a giant lie,”
Mr. Devine said.

He called the selection of Ms.
Wright “an act of desperation” by
Assemblyman Joseph Cryan (D-20,
Union) “to attract some more support
out of Union” in the election.

According to the Democratic Com-
mittee, Ms. Wright served as a princi-
pal in the Union Township Schools
system. If elected, she said she would
continue to support county educational
services such as Union County Col-
lege and the county’s Vocational-Tech-
nical Schools system, and programs
such as freeholder scholarships.

“A strong investment in education
helps residents improve their quality
of life,” said Ms. Wright, who cur-
rently serves as an adjunct supervisor
at Kean University.

Charlotte DeFilippo, chairwoman
of the Union County Democratic
Committee, said, “We have an infu-
sion of new faces, and fresh ideas
balanced by veteran leadership that
is reinvigorating county government,
and leading us into a new era.”

Major political party candidates
have until 4 p.m. on Monday, April
11 to file nominating petitions for the
Tuesday, June 7 Primary Election.
The filing deadline is expected to be
extended by the state as the new state
legislative districts map is not ex-
pected to be approved until April 3.

Mr. Devine said Democrats for change
plan again to run a full slate of county
candidates in the Primary. Republicans
are expected to hold a convention in
early April to name their slate.

County: Reimbursement On
Medicaid Impacts Runnells

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

BERKELEY HEIGHTS – The Union
County Freeholders held a hearing,
Tuesday, to discuss three departments
that make up the $485-million pro-
posed budget. Meeting at Runnells Spe-
cialized Hospital’s multipurpose room,
the freeholders heard reports of how
the state government has allegedly vio-
lated provisions outlined in the Ameri-
can Recovery and Reinvestment Act
(ARRA) by under-reimbursing the
county for services provided to
Runnells. This has led to the freehold-
ers challenging the state’s method for
determining Medicaid payment rates.

Last week, Union County Manager
George Devanney unveiled the 2011
executive budget of $485 million of
which $293 million would be raised in
taxes, an increase of $16 million. In his
preamble, Tuesday, Mr. Devanney told
directors and freeholders that Runnells,
“last year, had a hole of $4.5 million,
and that $4.5 million had to be made up.
Not only did that have to be made up,
but we also...could not anticipate that
$4.5 million in this year’s budget. So,
right off the bat, we were in a $9-
million hole. That was significant.”

Consultant Alfred Pino, who is work-
ing to try to recoup some of the lost
money, said Runnells serves a 90-per-
cent Medicaid-eligible population. For
many years, the state’s Medicaid-reim-
bursement system has “under-reim-
bursed” nursing homes, he said. Re-
cently, the payment burden has “shifted”
from the state to the counties. Since
January 2004, Mr. Pino believes the
hospital has been under-reimbursed by
$26 million. Further, he said the state
“has violated certain provisions of
ARRA to the tune of $4.4 million.”
Thus far, the state has “ignored” the
county’s appeals, he reported.

In addition, the county facility also
provides mental-health services, and it is
claiming to be under-funded by $2.1
million, bringing the total of ARRA un-
derpayments to about $6.5 million.

“They’ve done this to the point that
currently, with Runnells, the state is mak-
ing a profit on this facility,” Mr. Pino said.
“They’re making a claim to the federal
government, and they’re recovering the
federal share, about 62 percent.”

Freeholder Angel Estrada, noting the
$26-million shortage since 2004, asked if
it is “time to get together with other col-
leagues (counties) and take legal action, or
should we write these off as a loss?”

Mr. Pino said it is “difficult to get a
lot of counties on board.” He said he

has tried to “get their attention.” What
happens, he said, is that a few rally, “but
the rest do nothing...it’s very frustrat-
ing for us. Union County has fought
these battles for years.”

Runnells’ total appropriations are
scheduled to rise from $37,799,338 to
$38,376,141. Later in the evening,
Runnells Chief Financial Officer
Michael Drummond said in 2010,
Runnells anticipated $41,150,000 but
only realized $36,024,264. Now, in
2011, they have dropped their antici-
pated revenue to $37 million.

The evening also featured a summary
of a portion of the Public Safety Depart-
ment, which makes up about 20 percent
of the overall budget. The overall appro-
priation for the department is $92 mil-
lion, the largest percentages going to-
wards the Department of Corrections,
$44 million for the county jail opera-
tion; County Prosecutor’s Office, $20.5
million, and the Sherriff’s Office, $16.9
million. Tuesday’s hearing focused
strictly on the Public Safety Division,
which features the county police, health
office, consumer affairs and emergency
management, among others.

The county police ($7.7-million bud-
get), is the county’s “most visible” pres-
ence, noted Chief Dan Vaniska. He said
the division operates the bomb-squad-
response vehicle, which is “probably
the most important” part of the office.
It was mobilized 43 times last year.

He also spoke highly of the work of the
Forensic Ballistic Unit, which goes out to
violent crime scenes and processes ballistic
evidence. This unit has the ability to match
shell casings to a weapon in a matter of four
to eight hours.The Chief also touted the
work of the shared dispatch program,
with which Fanwood got on board last
year. He called the program a “huge
success,” as the county takes a
municipality’s 911 calls and dispatches
all police, fire and EMS. Chief Vaniska
said the county wants to expand the
program, and a minimum of seven towns
have expressed interest. He said it was
a “vast, successful step to saving mu-
nicipalities money.”

Florence Peterson, director of the
Office of Consumer Affairs ($791,000
budget), said the office’s caseload in-
creased 27 percent in 2010, responding
to 502 complaints.

She said the public would soon have
the ability to file complaints against
retailers on the Internet, as a means of
improving efficiency. In addition, the
office will be implementing a settle-
ment program for offenders as an op-
tion instead of going to court.


