Sweeney showing Murphy how the game is played
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Editorial

State Senate President Steve Sweeney is a Democrat, like new Gov. Phil Murphy.

State Senate President Steve Sweeney has named the 24 members of his “Economic and Fiscal
Policy Working Group,” a panel tasked with studying a complete overhaul of New Jersey's tax
structure. The goal, says Sweeney, is nothing short of “blowing up the system” and rebuilding it to
put the state on a firmer and fairer fiscal footing.

game, in his case, always being twofold: sound policy ... and relentless, professional-wrestling-like
poking of his enemies.
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Sweeney and new Gov. Phil Murphy, a fellow Democrat, may not quite be outright enemies yet —
but there is clearly tension between them. Sweeney has backed away from his previous wholesale
support of some of Murphy'’s key proposals, especially a new tax on the state’s wealthiest
residents.

The new federal $10,000 cap on the tax deduction for state and local taxes will hit the wealthy in
high-tax New Jersey particularly hard, and Sweeney says that further increasing their taxes right
now could cause wealthy residents to flee the state. That's an argument Sweeney rejected when
former Gov. Chris Christie made it while vetoing numerous versions of a millionaires tax that
Sweeney had supported. But that was then.

Carl Golden, a senior contributing analyst with the William J. Hughes Center for Public Policy at
Stockton University, has called Sweeney’s new posture “a shot across the bow of the USS Murphy”
and a reminder to the new governor that he needs Sweeney to get anything through the
Legislature. Hence, Sweeney’s new study group to examine New Jersey’s entire tax structure
before enacting any millionaires tax — an initiative that Sweeney apparently did not consult
Murphy on first and that includes no one from the Murphy administration.

But good things can get done for the wrong reason in Trenton. Nonpartisan policy experts,
editorial writers and others have been calling for structural tax change in New Jersey for decades.
And, now, the most powerful person in the Legislature is calling for a “long-overdue examination of
the adequacy, fairness and competitiveness of our tax structure.”

And Sweeney is so good at this that he has actually appointed a panel of serious people who just
might come up with a way to stabilize the state’s high taxes and teetering finances. Chairing the
group will be state Sens. Paul Sarlo, a Democrat, and Steve Oroho, a Republican, who have a
record of working together on tax issues, and Assemblyman Lou Greenwald, a Democrat.

Members of the panel include several other lawmakers, as well as economist Mark Zandi of
Moody’s Analytics, former state Treasurer Feather O’'Connor Houstoun, Joel Naroff of Naroff
Economic Advisers Inc., Michael Lahr of the Rutgers Economic Advisory Service, Ray Caprio and
Marc Pfeiffer of the Rutgers Local Government Research Center, Richard Keevey of the Rutgers
University Bloustein School of Planning & Public Policy and Princeton University's Woodrow
Wilson School, Henry Coleman of the Bloustein School, Donald Moliver and Peter Reinhart of
Monmouth University’s Kislak Real Estate Institute, Spencer Levy of CBRE Group Inc., Ralph
Thomas of the New Jersey Society of Certifled Public Accountants, Frank Chin and Ray Kiljajic of
American Public Infrastructure Inc., Kurt Stroemel of H&RHS Financial Services, and Jerry
Maginnis, an accounting executive in residence at Rowan University.
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