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N.J. Needs to Investigate Why
County Spends Over 2 Percent Cap

An Analysis of the Factors That
Lead to Current State of Runnells

Wash. Politicians Should Get There
Act Together on Cutting Spending

I attended a February 7, 2013 Union
County Freeholder meeting where they
had a presentation on the Runnells Hos-
pital issue. Runnells Hospital is part of
Union County government and is not
actually a hospital, but a nursing care and
psychiatric facility. The presentation was
given by CHR, a hospital consultant group
that was hired to analyze the situation as
follows: The Runnells Hospital is run-
ning a deficit to the Union County tax-
payers of $12 million last year, $17 mil-
lion this year and next year is forecast to
lose $19 million. As recent as 2007,
Runnells was near break-even with a
“small” loss of $500,000.

First, CHR discussed three options
presented to the Freeholders. One was to
address enhancements or inefficiencies
that they said could reduce the loss to $10
million. Second was to lease out the
geriatric care beds to a private firm, but
this savings would be around $4 million.
Third was the privatization of the nurs-
ing-care facility while keeping the county
psychiatric license. They suggested three
may be the best direction. CHR noted that
in the recent past, two to three counties
have already privatized their health ser-
vices due to these counties were now
losing “several” million dollars a year,
unlike Union County, which is losing
tens of millions of dollars. If sold, Union
County could receive $22 million for
their facilities based on recent metrics.
CHR stated doing nothing is not an op-
tion.

In discussion, CHR noted the present
main drivers were staff costs such as the
census of staff, workers comp claims,

high wages, increasing fringe and pen-
sion costs. He also noted the Medicaid
reimbursable per bed has been declining
somewhat, going from $231/bed in 2009
to $222 now. However, in 2006 to 2008,
it had been at a lower average of $210
when Runnells had lost only $500,000.
CHR considered this rate as “relatively
flat” these many years. They did note that
the rate per bed may go down to $190 in
the near future to match what the private
sector receives, and thus creates the addi-
tional $2 million loss. The present break-
even cost of Runnells is $275-$300 per
bed. Freeholder [Dan] Sullivan, near the
end of this presentation, noted to the
public that it is the fault of low
reimbursables not a failure to run the
hospital nor mismanagement. But if
reimbursables were “relatively flat,” how
could they be the blame for the loss going
from $500,000 to $17 million?

Plus a question begs to be asked: in
privatizing county hospitals, what moti-
vates private health providers to buy hos-
pitals such as Runnells and pay $20 mil-
lion and yet think they can remain solvent
at reimbursable rates of $200/bed? Maybe
it is not the reimbursable rate to the
county but the Runnells break-even rate
of $300/bed. Was Freeholder Sullivan
wrong? Is he deflecting the blame away
from him and his cronies?

The watchdog group
unioncountywatchers.org has noted on
their website that Runnells has been a
“patronage pit” for many years with high-
paid friends, cronies and relatives being
dumped on the payroll. The present staff
count is around 450 employees. This
concern was proven true when last year
during the Runnells dietary and house-
keeping layoffs workers came to the free-
holder meetings and stated there is much
waste with too many mid-level, non-
productive management jobs and not
enough workers. One employee stated
that a politician’s relative has a manager’s
job overseeing one person. At last week’s
February 21 2013 freeholder meeting,
nurses publicly noted that huge amounts
of unused prescription drugs are being
thrown away. Runnells Director [Joan]
Wheeler stated that this is all due to
government mandates. But one simple
solution would be to use a local phar-
macy like CVS for on demand. And at
this same meeting, Freeholder Sullivan
again was regurgitating his talking point
that Medicaid reimbursables are the cul-
prit, wrongly deflecting blame. It is sim-
ply county mismanagement.

But sadly, we do see an end point. If
someone can jettison $19 million in yearly
losses and deposit $20 million into their
coffers, this becomes a no-brainer. The
irony here is that the ones who screwed
up Runnells Hospital are the same ones to
determine the fate of the hospital and all
the staff.

Bruce Paterson
Garwood

Surely You Jest About
Haas Filling Freeholder

Dan Sullivan’s Shoes
I can only surmise you were joking in

suggesting Westfield Councilman David
Haas for consideration as Freeholder
Daniel Sullivan’s replacement on the
Union County Democratic machine slate.
He has exhibited none of the qualities
normally sought after by the Union
County Democratic Committee.

Is he incurious enough to sit idly by as
the Open Space Trust Fund is being raided
and OPEB obligations are being fraudu-
lently reported?

Does he possess the requisite fiscal
naivete to approve any project likely to
reward campaign donors with the most
lucrative contracts?

Does he have a coterie of relatives who
need jobs? Does he need a job?

Can he coalesce the proper levels of
fawning and abuse to deflect potential
critics?

Will he do as he’s told without ques-
tion?

Freeholder Sullivan has set a high bar
of obeisance and perfidy for subsequent
candidates to match. What he brought to
the office will be difficult to
replace...thankfully.

John Bury
Kenilworth

Subscribe at
www.goleader.com

I have sent this letter to the State Con-
troller, to Community Affairs and emailed
the Governor.

It is disturbing that we taxpayers are
ignored by the state and abused by the
county. In fact, Union County’s slogan is
“We’re Connected to You.” They are
connected to our wallets and nobody
cares to stop it.

Mr. Boxer/Mr. McCarthy:
I ask both of you to investigation the

spending of the Union County Freehold-
ers as they ignore the 2 percent cap. I have
heard that there are limited resources to
do so and that the increase resulted from
the debt service is exempt from the cap.
Gentlemen, they are at it again. Recently
they mentioned that an average increase
of $120 across the county will take place.
This will likely be significantly higher
for our town of Scotch Plains once the per
town increases are released.

This can be viewed on web page:
www.goleader.com/13feb07/02.pdf.

Union County debt service has in-
creased 10 percent in one year alone.
They say they need the money. This may
be so, but results from them spending as
if money grows on trees.

They provided lifetime medical cover-
age for some 700 county employees, they
borrowed to redo a country club county
golf course lodge, which starved out pri-
vate business’ in the area for weddings,
and other events, Watchung stables and
the county jail. Now we hear that  they
created a position for a former Freeholder
(i.e. Deborah Scanlon). This being a
$75,000 a year job, which is a newly
created position of office manager in the
Department of Human Services. This is
appalling, and we need help to combat
this obvious patronage job along with the
continued ignoring the 2 percent cap.
They are taxing us into oblivion such to
take care of their own.

This has to STOP.
It was mentioned that we should put

pressure on our local officials to inter-
cede. I have been trying to have the
Scotch Plains Town Council get involved.
However, they are too busy with the
recreation committee, the planning board,
the library committee and on and on. I
offered to attend meetings. They are not
sure that I can represent our town. The
Freeholders are all Democrats and four
out five of our town council members are
also Democrat. Our town council simply
does not want to buck the Union County

Freeholders. In fact, four Freeholders
attended the swearing in of our Democrat
mayor and councilperson on January 1.

We need your help now more than
ever.

Please intercede such to stop the ignor-
ing of the 2 percent cap and prevent this
make work job creation for a connected
individual that is taking hard-earned
money out of the pockets of taxpayers.

I will share this with the media and you
are more than welcome to provide your
response to these outlets or to me and I
will forward it to them.

Albert Muller
Scotch Plains

Frustrated With
Response on Gun Laws

It was reported in The Star-Ledger that
Assembly Minority Leader Jon Bramnick
called gun control “a wedge issue” after
the passage of a comprehensive package
of bills by the Assembly. If this quote is
accurate, Assemblyman Bramnick owes
an abject apology to the myriad victims
of gun violence in this country as well as
the citizens of New Jersey.

Gun violence is not a partisan issue,
and must not be politicized. The un-
speakable horror wrought by mass
shootings in this country and abroad have
victimized Democrats, Republicans, chil-
dren, seniors, people of all faiths, paci-
fists and gun owners alike. We all need
greater measures of protection.

I recently e-mailed and phoned Asm.
Bramnick’s office urging him to vote for
stricter laws pertaining to guns. I re-
ceived a non-committal e-mail response
saying that he was meeting with Home-
land Security officials to help make
schools safer – a laudable goal, for sure,
but not a direct response to my inquiry as
to his position. A similar unresponsive
response was received from Sen. Tom
Kean, Jr.’s office. Asw. Nancy Munoz
completely ignored my e-mail and call.
At least she is not guilty of obfuscation.

The citizens of New Jersey deserve to
know where their “leaders” stand on is-
sues. When and if the State Senate deals
with this, and if these bills ever reach
Gov. Christie’s desk, I and all New Jer-
sey voters will be paying close attention.

Bill Gottdenker
Mountainside

The issue of “sequestration” is much in
the news recently. Congress and the Presi-
dent are trying to figure out what to do
about $85 billion of automatic spending
cuts, which will occur starting March 1.

Sequestration will result in across-the-
board reductions of an equal percentage
of every portion of the discretionary part
of the federal budget. Sequestration is not
a good way to reduce federal spending. It
would be better to reduce spending in
targeted parts of the budget. But it seems
to be the only way to cut spending, so I
hope it happens.

That we are at this point is distressing.
The politicians have known sequestra-
tion was coming for 18 months or so. All,
from each major party, agreed to this, if
they couldn’t agree on something else to
avoid it. They could have avoided it.
Now that the time has come for seques-
tration to kick in. Many of them are
moaning and groaning.

The American public as a whole is in
favor of reduced federal spending. It is
not just a party thing. Something like 60
percent of the public wants to see federal
spending cut. The Washington politi-
cians need to get their act together. They,
speaking generically, are failing the pub-
lic – the people who sent them there and
who pay their salaries. They ought to sit
down, drop the partisan rhetoric and fin-
ger pointing and just get it done. It seems
that all any of them want to do is ‘score
points’ against the other side.

Maybe they could leave Social Secu-
rity and Medicare alone for people near-
ing retirement, and raise the age for ev-
eryone else, and fix the inflation index-
ing to be realistic. Or cut unconstitutional
programs like handouts to businesses,
including the farm lobby, Wall Street and
green energy boondoggles. On the rev-

enue side, why not fix the tax code to be
fair and simple and not loaded with breaks
for their favorite lobbyists and hedge
fund managers? Some simple fixes would
solve much of the spending (and deficit)
problem and go a long way to helping us
to regain some of our faith in Washing-
ton.

The way many of these Washington
politicians are talking about sequestra-
tion is also distressing. Many of them are
just lying about it, telling us that these
‘drastic’ cuts will cause havoc and even
greatly harm the economy. I don’t be-
lieve them. After giving effect to
sequestration’s $85 billion of spending
cuts (whoa! such a huge number out of
$3,500 billion of spending in 2013!), the
federal government will still spend more
than it did in 2012. So these claims of
government cutbacks, that there will be
closings of airport control towers and the
TSA will have to be cut back (good!)
causing havoc at airports, and that fire-
man, police and teachers will be laid off,
are all likely a bunch of baloney. (On a
related point, who exactly are these fed-
eral police, firefighters and teachers?
There aren’t any. Those are state and
local government jobs.)

If the Washington politicians in the
first place couldn’t avoid this, and in the
second place didn’t think ahead and de-
velop a plan on how to deal with the
possibility of sequestration – which has
been the law for 18 months – then they
didn’t do their job. Out here in the real
world, they might well be fired, first for
incompetence and second for misleading
the boss about what they did or didn’t do.
We deserve better from our elected offi-
cials and government managers.

Richard Fortunato
Scotch Plains


