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ESSEX COUNTY EXECUTIVE DIVINCENZO PRESENTS
BALANCED AND RESPONSIBLE BUDGET PROPOSAL FOR 2010
Executive also Kicks Off Employee Fundraising Campaign 
to Benefit Victims of the Earthquake in Haiti
 
Newark, NJ – On Friday, January 15th, Essex County Executive Joseph N. DiVincenzo, Jr. presented a balanced and responsible 2010 budget of $713.7 million that addresses the financial challenges facing the County due to the ongoing national economic conditions. DiVincenzo noted that the budget proposal includes no layoffs or furloughs of employees. This is the seventh consecutive year that the County Executive has presented the County budget by the State’s statutory deadline of January 15th. 
 
“The ongoing economic crisis affecting our country definitely is having an impact on our County and has presented us with new and complex challenges during the budget process,” DiVincenzo said. “Over the last several years, our staff and Constitutional Officers have worked to control the County budget by streamlining operations, downsizing the workforce, reducing expenditures and finding new recurring sources of revenue. Our proactive approach has stabilized our financial position and put us in a good position to address upcoming budget concerns,” he added.
 
When Essex County began its budget process in September 2009, it was faced with a projected $63.9 million gap. This consisted of $41.9 million of appropriation increases for health insurance, pension payments, salary increases and utility costs and $22 million in revenue decreases in surplus, local revenues and State aid. Health benefits are anticipated to cost about $55 million in 2010, an increase of $8.1 million over last year and about a $16 million increase since 2007. Pension costs will rise by almost $3.7 million to about $28.5 million, which is more than double the $14 million the County paid in 2007. Essex County was paying just $50,000 in unemployment insurance in 2007 but 2010’s expense is budgeted at $2 million. In addition, salaries will increase by $8.9 million and other expenses and utilities will increase by $700,000. One area where revenue significantly declined was interest on investments. With interest rates at all-time lows, the County earned just $287,000 on the money it has in the bank, which is almost $1.2 million less than what was anticipated in 2009.
 
To bridge the gap, requests by Departments and Divisions were scaled back and appropriations in insurance, deferred charges, salaries and other expenses/utilities were reduced by $21.6 million. About $15.1 million of anticipated revenue in local revenues, State aid and special items was received. The balance of the gap was filled by using $18.5 million in surplus and a modest 2.4 percent tax increase. This translates into an approximate $57 per household. Under DiVincenzo’s leadership, over the last eight years, Essex County has the second lowest average percentage tax increase of the 21 counties in New Jersey. The 3.17 percent increase for Essex County is second only to Hunterdon County, which has a 2.06 percent average increase since 2003.
 
Realizing grant funding most likely would shrink because of the economy, DiVincenzo directed Department and Division directors to “think outside of the box” and develop new sources of revenue. The Essex County Correctional Facility generated $16.7 million of revenue by housing Federal inmates and Immigration detainees. Essex County currently partners with East Orange General Hospital to operate a locked unit for inmates who require more complex medical care, and a shared services agreement with Union and Hudson Counties to utilize the unit brought in $300,000. Essex County also entered into a shared services agreement with Passaic County to house their juvenile detainees in the Essex County Juvenile Detention Facility. This created $2.36 million of revenue over part of 2009 and is anticipated to create almost $5 million over the first full year of the contract in 2010. The Department of Parks, Recreation and Cultural Affairs increased its revenue by $1.1 million. Another $1.7 million in new revenue and savings is anticipated by consolidating Essex County offices and welcoming new tenants into the Essex County LeRoy F. Smith, Jr. Public Safety Building that is being renovated into office space.
 
Several budget saving initiatives the County Executive is continuing to pursue include freezing salaries for 2009 and 2010 and requiring all union-represented employees to pay a portion of their medical benefits and prescription drug costs. These two initiatives have already been instituted for the 123 unclassified and non-union employees, who will forego salary increases in 2009 and 2010 and started paying for their medical benefits and prescriptions a full year ago in January 2008. DiVincenzo also has proposed reducing the number of employee holidays from 14 to 10 days, restructure the Sheriff’s Office into a 24/7 employee schedule to reduce overtime costs, and reform the binding arbitration process so economic factors and government’s ability to pay are appropriately considered when public safety contracts are settled.
 
Restoring Fiscal Stability
 
The DiVincenzo administration has worked hard in the past seven years to eliminate the structural budget deficit and ensure Essex does not spend more than the revenue it collects. Austere budgeting, downsizing the workforce, eliminating unnecessary contracts and conservative spending practices have strengthened Essex County’s financial position, raise its bond rating and restore the County’s fiscal health. Essex’s bond rating has improved six times and is now an A1 rating with a Positive Financial Outlook, the highest level in a generation.
 
In recent years, the County workforce was streamlined by 219 positions through layoffs and attrition. New revenue was also created through a shared services partnership with the State of New Jersey and Passaic County at the Essex County Hospital Center. About $10 million in recurring revenue was generated through the partnership which has mental health patients from Passaic County being diverted to the Essex County Hospital Center for treatment. In the past all employees were required to re-register for medical and pharmaceutical plans to ensure the validity of coverage, Departments and Divisions were restructured to enhance efficiency and realize savings, a freeze on all non-essential hirings and promotions was implemented, and spending limits were capped. 
 
DiVincenzo also placed emphasis on increasing Essex County Turtle Back Zoo revenue so that admission fees and donations exceeded operational costs. With more than 450,000 visitors and over $2 million in revenue collected, the Zoo is self-sufficient for the second consecutive year. At most zoos across the country, admission makes up just about 30 percent of the revenue. DiVincenzo also pointed out that the County’s three public golf courses and Codey Arena are profitable facilities and generate revenue for the budget.
 
The Executive also noted that capital improvement projects in the Essex County Park System, at the Essex County Government Complex and on County roadways are being funded primarily with grants and have no impact on the County’s budget. These grant funds were obtained for specific purposes and cannot be inserted into the General Fund to balance the budget.
 
When he first took office in 2003, DiVincenzo inherited a budget with a $64 million deficit. A number of initiatives, including streamlining operations, eliminating unnecessary contracts and positions, cutting expenses and instituting a hiring freeze, enabled the County to strengthen its financial position. He also encouraged agencies affiliated with Essex County to follow his example and reduce their operating budgets. 
 
In addition, DiVincenzo continues to lobby the State to assume the full cost of the Prosecutor’s Office, and Court facilities maintenance and security, as well as increase Abbott funding for the Essex County Vocational School District. To date, the initiatives have resulted in a pilot program providing State aid to support about 10 percent of the Prosecutor’s Office total cost and slightly increasing the amount of educational aid for the Votech school district. 
 
The 2010 budget proposal has been forwarded to the Essex County Board of Chosen Freeholders for review.
 
Fundraising Campaign to Benefit Earthquake Victims
 
During the budget press conference, DiVincenzo welcomed members of the Haitian community and expressed support for the country where a devastating 7.0 earthquake caused massive destruction and casualties on Tuesday, January 12th. He noted that the County was conducting a fundraising campaign in which employees could either make direct donations or have a charitable contribution deducted from their paycheck. All money collection will be donated to the American Red Cross relief efforts in Haiti.
 
“Our hearts go out to the people of Haiti and their friends and family members in Essex County. The tremendous loss of life and damage caused by this natural disaster has affected so many lives abroad and here so close to home,” DiVincenzo said. “Our Essex County employees are a dynamic group of people who are always ready to lend a hand. Their commitment to helping people is seen every day when they come to work as well as on their own time in the many causes and organizations they volunteer to support. We hope our contribution will have a positive effect in these difficult times,” he added.
