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State of the State: Corzine proposes toll hikes, spending freeze

By JONATHAN TAMARI
Gannett State Bureau


TRENTON

Tolls on the Garden State Parkway, New Jersey Turnpike and Atlantic City Expressway could rise by more than 50 percent in 2010, 2014, 2018 and 2022 under a plan Gov. Jon S. Corzine unveiled today in his State of the State speech to the Legislature.

In addition to base increases of up to 50 percent, inflationary toll hikes would also be tacked on every four years, for 75 years. Beginning in 2010 motorists would for the first time pay a 34-cent toll to drive on the part of Route 440 connecting the Turnpike to the Outerbridge Crossing in Middlesex County. Those tolls would increase at the same rate as those on the other roads.

Altogether, the tolls could rise by at least 550 percent by 2022, based on recent inflation, although the exact figure would depend on how the inflationary increases are factored into the increases.

"I want to be clear and honest up front: My plan involves significant toll hikes. Those toll hikes will be predictable, fair and reflect increases in the cost of living, past, present and into the future," Corzine said.

Corzine's long-awaited plan is aimed at raising between $30 billion and $40 billion to help cut state debt and pay for 75 years of transportation projects. The governor estimated the state needs $40 billion over 10 years for bridges, roads and mass transit.

Corzine also pledged to freeze state spending in the fiscal 2009 budget he will introduce next month and said his plan would stabilize state finances for the future.

"Each year in the first quarter we revisit the budget crisis soap opera, over and over and over. ... I'm tired of it, you're sick of it, and I know the public is fed up with it," Corzine said, referencing November's rejection by voters of ballot questions that called for borrowing $450 million for stem-cell research and locking in revenue for property tax reform.

The proposal, now called "fiscal restructuring," would erase between $23 billion and $28 billion of various state obligations (including $5.7 billion owed by the toll roads themselves) and help fund projects such as widening the Turnpike, resurfacing roads and fixing bridges, according to administration officials who briefed reporters on the plans before Corzine's afternoon speech.

Corzine, who has spoken about his plan for more than a year but revealed few specifics about it, hopes to win legislative approval of the program within roughly two months so that he can include the idea when he unveils his budget for the coming year.

Corzine has said the state needs to take drastic steps to eliminate its annual budget deficits and cut its crippling debt payments. For years, New Jersey governors have balanced the state's finances with a mix of tax increases, spending restraints and budget gimmicks. Without a balanced spending plan, the state is limited in how it can invest in areas such as transportation, schools and the environment.

"We must recognize we are at the end of the line on the ways of the past," Corzine said. "Today I am presenting a restructuring proposal to end the era of financial imbalance and fiscal mismanagement once and for all."

But the plan will carry pain for motorists and comes to a Legislature packed with skeptics.

Even before Corzine's speech, new Senate Minority Leader Thomas Kean Jr., R-Union, called the plan the "brashest gimmick of all."

A 70-cent toll on the Garden State Parkway now could cost between $3.65 and $4.10 in 2022, depending on how the plan factors in inflation. National inflation has averaged 2.6 percent over the past 15 years.

Likewise, a $1 trip on the New Jersey Turnpike could cost between $5.50 and $6.50 by 2022, depending upon inflation. For example, a trip from exit 9 on the Turnpike to exit 15E could see tolls rise from $2.20 today to around $12 in 2022.

Administration officials said the toll road financing plan would be unlike any other tried in the United States and unique in the way it limits political interference. They said a new "public benefit corporation" that borrows money to take over the toll roads would be removed from direct government oversight, allowing for more professional management and preventing politics from cutting the toll hikes, which would discourage investors.

The new corporation would still have to meet state standards of maintenance and safety and would not own the roads, the officials said.

Any profits from operating the roads would go back into transportation projects for the state. Investors would only profit from the interest on the money they lend the new public entity.
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