Christie can't go it alone in
Trenton

Forging alliances becoming harder
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With the Senate's unanimous approval of a package
of reforms to the state's beleaguered pension
system, Gov. Chris Christie stood on the verge of
accomplishing a significant policy and political
victory early in his administration.

Despite widespread agreement that changes are
critical to the pension system's viability, the
Assembly Democratic leadership has delayed action
until after Christie delivers his budget message on
March 16. Assembly Speaker Sheila Oliver, D-Essex,
while claiming the Assembly was committed to the
changes, offered little explanation for the delay.
Christie turned up the pressure somewhat when,
during a radio interview, he criticized the Speaker
for the delay and repeated his view that the reforms
were crucial in helping to overcome the state's fiscal
difficulties.

Following the Senate vote, the leadership of the
public employee unions pledged a concerted effort
to either defeat or seriously weaken the package in
the Assembly. Whether union pressure played a role



The reform effort was aided by a political
environment in which government employees are
held in low esteem by a public that blames them for
the economic woes that beset governments at all
levels. Repeated exposure of abuse and
manipulation of the system and insider agreements
that provided enormous economic windfalls for
some overwhelmed any anti-reform arguments.

Union leaders correctly maintained that previous
legislatures and administrations regularly failed to
make contributions to the system and pointed out
that state employees have contributed to their
pensions and health coverage for years. As valid as
these points are, in politics fighting the last war is
never successful.

Christie still faces formidable challenges as he
moves on state budget and spending issues. The
reductions he has already ordered — particularly
the nearly $500 million cut in aid to local school
districts — immediately generated political and
partisan uproar.

As he unveils even greater spending cuts in his

2011 fiscal year budget in two weeks, the level of
criticism will grow. Democrats will accuse Christie

of giving a tax break to the wealthiest New Jerseyans
while increasing commuter fares and forcing
property tax increases by reducing state aid. They



