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The COVID-19 Era Case for Municipal Consolidation

By John Van Vliet | May 14, 2020, 11:10 am | in Edward Edwards

With people out of work, municipalities in need of money, and taxes already onerous in New
Jersey, could this be the best possible moment for advocates of municipal consolidation to make

their case? __the following is an annotated excerpt of the article focusing on Jack Ciattarelli's comments.

Although a request for an interview with New Jersey Shared Services “Czar” Nicolas Platt did not
receive a response, former assemblyman and Republican gubernatorlal candidate Jack Ciattarelli
offered his insights when asked if municipal mergers and shared services could be a path
forward for struggling towns. Ciattarelli holds claim to some unique experience, since he had a
role in one of the few concrete examples of municipal mergers in recent New Jersey history.
“When I was in the state legislature, my district included Princeton Borough and Princeton
Township. During my tenure there, they became one... I assisted with the state picking up 100%
of the one-time upfront costs of consolidation that sometimes are an impediment,” Ciattarelli
said. “All the tax maps have to be redrawn. All the bonding needs to be refinanced—the logos on
the police cars to take it to the most granular level. You can't believe all the things you need to do
when you consolidate two towns, and the upfront costs sometimes serves as an impediment.
What we did then was the state picked up 100% of the upfront costs so it was not an impediment.”

This was an example which echoed Genovese's call for a pilot, or an example by which others
could follow going forward. All those interviewed agreed that the local political establishment
would, at the absolute minimum, be disinclined to dispossess themselves of their perches.
Ciattarelli recounted a story which demonstrated mayoral opposition when he was in county
government. “One of the reasons I became a freeholder was because I saw the waste and
inefficiency that came with all the duplication across our 21 towns, 19 of which had their own
police departments, and certainly that's the case with our 565 towns throughout New Jersey,”
Ciattarelli said. “When I was a freeholder, I put forth a 2 year study that demonstrated thata
regional approach to local law enforcement would be much more cost efficient and offer an
improved quality of service. It saved $94 million in property taxes over a ten year period and on
Day One had 63 fewer people on the payroll. At the very beginning, the vote was 19-0 to go ahead
with the study from the 19 mayors whose towns had police departments. When the study was
over and it was time to implement its findings, the vote was 17-2, against. Seventeen mayors
voted no.”

With the institutional establishment being what it is, inherently designed for self-perpetuation,
Ciattarelli said, “At the end of the day it's got to be up to the local people. They've got to put the
pressure on their local leadership to do these regionalized plans, projects, and consolidations
when it makes good sense.”

The former assemblyman expounded on a different idea—instead of eliminating the municipal
level, abolishing the county level as seen in some other parts of the US. That type of approach
could work in certain instances, but New Jersey might not be the best fit for it due to the initial
problem provoking the conversation in the first place: small municipalities. “Iwould agree that




we can eliminate county government if our municipalities were much bigger, but they're not.
For example, if you look at other states, it's either the county or the townships where most of the
local governmental services are since the townships are so big.”

On top of that, the state itself would present a particularly massive institutional legal
impediment. “You'd have to change the constitution, which is fine by me, I've called for a
constitutional convention. Idon't think our 1947 state constitution addresses today's realities
well, particularly on educational funding and affordable housing.”

Assuming that counties were abolished in New Jersey, Ciattarelli said there would be other
problems if 19™ Century-style large townships were not replacing the current bewildering, Holy
Roman Empire-like municipal map of New Jersey. “The challenge is delegating.” Ciattarelli cited
the county clerks, surrogates, prosecutors, and sheriffs—all county officers who serve a regional
role which would otherwise have to be handled locally. “If you get rid of county government, are
each of our 565 towns going to take that over? WhenIwas a freeholder—and I was a municipal
official, too—I never had a mayor come to me and say, ‘we want to pick up our own recycling,
we'll get our own trucks, we don’t want the county to do our recycling anymore’. A regionalized
approach to services works. And I think it's better, for example, in any crisis, the Office of
Emergency Management is handled by the county. I think the counties actually do a very good
job.”

The effects of COVID-19 on municipal finance will be analyzed, discussed, and worried over for
years to come. However, the options available to those municipalities, and the residents who call
them home, will be determined by the particular circumstances which are so unique to New
Jersey's political demands, as well as its fiercely defended identity. While those interviewed did
not have uniform ideas of approach, they all did agree that the power to do so ultimately lay in
the hands of the people. Will New Jerseyans demand to dissolve political barriers with their
neighbors, or continue to look to for solutions within their own familiar borders?
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