Corzine defends toll hike plan at forum
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VOORHEES

Painful measures must be taken to address "a state of financial emergency" for New Jersey's government, Gov. Jon S. Corzine told an audience of more than 500 people at Voorhees Middle School on Monday night.

But many in the crowd weren't happy with Corzine's plan that would sharply boost highway tolls to reduce the state's debt and fund transportation improvements.

"This toll increase is a Band-Aid," said Kathy Lange of Haddon Heights, a property tax protester. "The whole tax structure has got to be looked at."

Corzine said his controversial plan was "the least burdensome" of potential remedies, comparing it favorably to increases in income, sales and gasoline taxes.

And while many audience members called for spending cuts, Corzine said enough savings could not be found to bail out state finances.

The state's debt has soared over the past 20 years to about $32 billion currently, he said. Almost all of that debt came without voter approval, he added.

New Jersey also owes about $25 billion for pension obligations and $60 billion for future health care for retired teachers and state employees, he said. Past decisions by both Democratic and Republican administrations "really left us in sad shape," he said.

Under Corzine's plans, a newly formed nonprofit company -- the Public Benefit Corp. -- would sell bonds backed by future tolls. The state would bolster its finances with about $32 billion from the corporation's bond sale.

In turn, tolls would rise by up to 50 percent in 2010, 2014, 2018 and 2022.

"Roughly 50 percent of these tolls are paid by people who come from out of state," Corzine said.

But many audience members were unconvinced.

"If this is such a dandy scheme, why can't we put it to a referendum (for voters) in November," said Doug Stroz of Egg Harbor Township, to applause from the audience.

Barbara Silary, a retired teacher from Voorhees, called for more emphasis on spending cuts.

"When things go up for us, we have to cut," she said.

Corzine noted his plan would seek to curb state spending and borrowing. And the governor said he wants to keep spending flat in fiscal 2008, which would require cuts of $2.5 billion to offset increases in fixed costs.

Henry Ziemba, an engineer from Cherry Hill, contended the revenue sale would increase the state's debt, a position Corzine disputed because bond revenue would be owed by the independent corporation.

"When someone has gone on a spending spree and mismanaged their finances, you cut up their credit card," Ziemba said.

Corzine's proposal, which would affect the Atlantic City Expressway, Garden State Parkway, New Jersey Turnpike and Route 440, is intended to reduce the state's bonded debt by at least half over the next 75 years.

Earlier Monday, U.S. Rep. Rob Andrews, D-N.J., endorsed Corzine's plan.

"While aspects of this plan may not be perceived as easy medicine, solutions that are difficult to take today will be impossible tomorrow," Andrews said.
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