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Assembly battles over surplus, cuts to kids' programs

TRENTON — The Assembly Budget Committee chairman said Tuesday the state’s budget surplus is larger than Gov. Chris Christie says because redesigning health-care plans for public workers will save $500 million.

Another debate about the new law requiring public workers to pay more for their health coverage intruded on a Tuesday hearing about line-item vetoes by Gov. Chris Christie that affect children’s programs. The issue is relevant because Democrats say cuts can be restored by dipping into a $640 million surplus, while Republicans say Democrats overstate that cushion by $275 million.

The largest difference is $165 million in additional costs to the state for employee health care — the difference between Christie’s original proposal to have all workers pay 30 percent of costs and the final compromise that phases in that cost-sharing and requires lower-paid workers to contribute less.

Assemblyman Louis Greenwald, D-Camden, said the Christie administration never told Democratic lawmakers the fiscal impact of the change, so Democrats studied it themselves.

“We actually did our own analysis without the help of the administration, because they refused to have any meetings during budget discussions, and we were able to account for what will be $500 million in savings for plan redesign,” said Greenwald. “… The argument that they have made that the money isn’t there is another way to divert people’s attention.”

“If you have found those savings, I’d love to see them, and I’m sure the administration would love to see,” said Assemblyman Declan O’Scanlon, R-Monmouth. “If you say they won’t meet, if that happens, I am happy to join you and condemn them if it’s the truth.”

Greenwald said Democrats wouldn’t share the study with Assembly Republicans until and unless they can discuss them with Christie’s office and the state treasurer.

“I would ask you first to do your own work on it because I’m tired of carrying water for the Republican side of the party, when you put in resolutions and you don’t do anything about it,” Greenwald said. “If you can’t figure it out on your own, we’ll be happy to share it with you.”

The 4-hour hearing was the first in a series Assembly Democrats have planned this summer as they seek to build public support for reversing some of the funds Christie deleted from the budget the party’s lawmakers had approved in a party-line vote. Christie has already announced plans to restore funds to financially distressed cities and a Newark facility that serves sexually abused children.

At times, Democrats were taking on cuts inflicted by fellow Democrats.

The first half hour was devoted to the Department of Children and Families’ court-appointed special advocates program, through which volunteers provide legal advocacy for roughly 2,900 foster children removed from their homes due to abuse or neglect. Christie deleted $289,000 from the $1.15 million Democrats sought for the program, which would have reversed a cut in 2009 by then-Gov. Jon Corzine.

Assemblywoman Elease Evans, D-Passaic, said “shame on” lawmakers for not reversing the reduction. “More people will probably end up dead because of this decision,” she said.

The meeting frequently focused on $1.5 million in funding Democrats sought to add to the Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired, which is eliminating 20 of its 70 teaching positions as it moves from a 10-month to a 12-month school year. The commission says the number of students has dropped by nearly 25 percent in the last three years.

Advocates told lawmakers the changes have little support among parents of blind children because children won’t receive more attention, just have it spread over more time. One parent of an energetic 5-year-old from Princeton who testified Tuesday said her son has not received promised Braille instruction for a month.

“There are not fewer blind children in New Jersey,” said Carol Castellano of Madison, president of Parents of Blind Children of New Jersey. “There are fewer blind children receiving the services they need in New Jersey.”
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TRENTON — Despite assurances from the Christie administration that eliminating 20 part-time teaching jobs would not disrupt the year-round instruction of blind children, a 5-year-old boy and his mother told an Assembly panel today he has missed a month of lessons.

Anju Dharia, of Princeton, said her son, Krish, has received no Braille instruction since last month, when his teacher was transferred to another job under a reorganization by the state Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired.

The budget signed by Gov. Chris Christie more than two weeks ago saves $1.53 million by eliminating 20 teachers who worked 10 months of the year. Of those 20 teachers, 17 were transferred and three retired; 50 full-time teachers remain employed by the commission. 

The budget for instructing blind child was one of several budget cuts Democrats discussed at a hearing in Trenton today.

"His teachers ... recommended he continue with summer Braille tutoring.'' Dharia said. "With the reduction of (teachers), we are afraid that Krish's leaning will regress and he may be unable to to keep up with his sighted peers.''

Her son told the Assembly Budget and Appropriations Committee, which he appeared to charm, "I love to do everything in school!'' and later added, "I want Braille!'' 

Nicole Brossoie, spokeswoman for the Department of Human Services, which oversees commissioner services said, "Students who qualify and whose families have requested summer Braille instruction will receive it.''

"Since the Commission was able to preserve teaching positions – something that was determined only last Friday - the process of reallocating caseloads is now underway. This involves a reassignment of students evenly within the regions and in some cases, and reassignments for instructors,'' Brossoie said.

Not every child gets year-round instruction, she added. At a maximum, 60 children will be affected by the reorganization.

"Part of July will be a transition period for the Commission, but no student receiving services will lose the services – although some rescheduling of instruction may occur,'' Brossoie said.

The testimony gave fresh material for Democrats and Republicans to spar over, although everybody was clearly surprised by the testimony. 

"This sounds like Charles Dickens! " Assemblywoman Joan Quigley (D-Hudson) said. "This doesn't sound like 21st century New Jersey,'' 

Assemblyman Gary Chiusano (R-Sussex) said state officials assured them that even with fewer part-timers, "there would be more time on task'' because everyone would working a full year.

Assemblyman Declan O'Scanlon (R-Monmouth) volunteered to work with the Dharias and any other families affected by the reorganization. But he said he objected to the Democrats' intent of the meeting, which he claimed was "to beat up the administration.''

