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April 28, 2010
Somerset County Freeholders Adopt Reduced Budget 
SOMERVILLE – The Somerset County Board of Freeholders this week adopted a $211.2-million budget that preserves essential county services, freezes most salaries and maintains a flat tax rate.
The vote was 3-1 to adopt an amended budget, which includes an additional 
$1.1 million in cuts from the $212.3-million budget that was introduced on April 6.  Freeholder Peter S. Palmer cast the dissenting vote.  A statement in support of the amendments from Freeholder Patricia Walsh, who was unable to attend, was read during the meeting.
“Our job as Freeholders is to execute, as responsibly as possible, the will of the people—with 15 out of 17 Somerset County school budgets being defeated last Tuesday, the peoples will is abundantly clear,” said Freeholder Director Jack M. Ciattarelli.  “We’ve adopted a budget that is smaller than last year, including a levy that is down and a tax rate that is flat.  Having achieved all that, this budget represents a sound financial plan and, in light of these unprecedented times, perfectly appropriate public policy.” 

“Salary freezes for all non-union personnel and the 13 of 19 unions that agreed, is perfectly reasonable and fair.  Quite frankly, it is unacceptable that the other six unions have not as yet agreed to the salary freeze.  That will need to be reconciled, because no monies have been budgeted to afford raises for all personnel currently represented by these six unions,” Freeholder Director Ciattarelli said.
The 2010 budget as passed totals $211,229,100, down $3.58 million from last year’s $214,814,398.  The amount to be raised by taxation this year is down to $168,829,100  and the county tax rate will remain flat.
“My guiding principal during my active participation in the preparation of the past 13 county budgets, as well as my prior experience at the municipal level, is to do nothing in the current year’s budget which exacerbates problems in next year’s budget,” said Freeholder Peter S. Palmer, budget chairman.
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“The 2010 budget does not curtail or eliminate any programs or services.  If  the current attitude toward budgets and taxes is the same eight short months from now, as I’m sure it will be, we will be forced to cut back significantly in 2011,” said Freeholder Palmer.  “Everything the County does or provides must be examined and discussed in a very public way, starting very soon.”
         The freeholder board credited the county’s success in keeping expenses in check to a number of strategies, including:

· a hiring freeze, with only essential vacancies being filled on an emergency basis. The county has decreased its personnel rolls by 5 percent since 2008. 

· a wage freeze for all non-union employees and for union employees whose unions have agreed to the freeze; to date 13 of the county’s 19 unions have accepted the salary freeze 
· a continuation of the county’s commitment since 2008 to decrease the workforce by attrition; this accounted for savings of $517,000 in salaries and another $250,000 in fringe benefits last year   

· elimination of the Municipal Youth Athletic/Recreation Grants program, for a savings of $315,000 in capital funds 

· elimination of the Economic Development Incentive Program, for a savings of $250,000 

· phasing out the contract with Carrier Clinic to run the Richard Hall Community Mental Health Center, saving $225,000; the county Department of Human Services has resumed direct oversight of the center 

· savings of more than $100,000 in the Meals-on-Wheels program through competitive contracting

· a decrease in the county’s purchase-of-service contribution to nonprofits 
· downsizing the Freeholders’ and Administrator’s office staffs by 25 percent in 2009 and 2010 
· cutting back overtime expenses and part-time hires since 2008 
· lowering the cost of the county's health insurance by at least $1 million by competitive contracting and switching providers, and requiring a higher level of employee contributions to the cost of the program

· reprioritizing projects and capital items in order to cut $732,000 from the county’s cash contribution to capital projects 

· reducing $130,000 from recommendations for minor equipment purchases 

· leveraging savings by implementing employee suggestions made at the beginning of 2009 
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