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If anyone in New Jersey is outraged by the actions of the governor’s office in the Bridgegate scandal, 
where have you been? This is how the business of government is conducted in New Jersey. 

On Main Street in Boonton, where I both work and reside, if I were to ask passers-by to name the three 
legislators who represent them in Trenton, most would be at a loss.  

Most people, if they engage at all in political currents, are concerned with national and international 
issues — over which they have less control and which less directly affect their daily lives than what is 
decided in Trenton.  
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Because New Jerseyans are so uninterested in state-level politics, our state government is an insular, 
self-serving machine plagued with patronage, cronyism and driven by special interests.  

In fairness, there are some very good legislators who faithfully serve their constituents’ interests. But 
they are not the movers and shakers, like Gov. Chris Christie, who is the product of a political machine 
that has aspirations of planting a flag in Washington.  

What is rotten about New Jersey politics extends among Democrats and Republicans. I am often in 
Trenton advocating for the New Jersey Highlands Coalition. It has been an exercise in frustration trying 
to alert disengaged citizens while hard-won and needed environmental legislation is continually 
weakened by special interests — with the support of the governor’s office and connected legislators 
who have pushed through bills such as the Economic Opportunity Act, Permit Extension, Wastewater 
Management Planning and more. 

The mention of these complex and technical bills glazes the eyes of a distracted public. Yet when the 
impacts are seen and felt, it will be too late to stop them. 

We watched as the governor filled seats on the supposedly independent authority, the New Jersey 
Highlands Council, with avowed anti-Highlands Act activists. How did he manage to get the liberal-
leaning Senate to approve his far-right nominees?  

Then, with deal-making and under threats of retribution, he orchestrated the Highlands Council’s firing 
of its dynamically competent and respected executive director. In a strategically brilliant move, a 
replacement was hired, securing the governor’s complete control over a once-independent authority 
while feathering the state-funded retirement package for the new director, a loyal patron.  

Plus, the move was advantageous to the Morris County Republican machine in an upcoming freeholder 
primary election. It was a win for everyone. Everyone, that is, except everyone else in New Jersey, the 
intended beneficiaries of the visionary and bold Highlands Water Protection and Planning Act.  

It played out like this: On March 7, 2012, the Highlands Coalition, with access to leaked information, 
issued a statement predicting the imminent firing of its executive director, with a Morris County 
freeholder identified as the replacement. Officials who were in on it expressed outrage. The Highlands 
Council dismissed our claims as nonsense. The governor’s office characterized our statement as 
“overwrought and hysterical.”  

Yet on March 15, the executive director was fired. And on April 18, upon the recommendation of its 
search committee — which hadn’t advertised the position and reviewed only two résumés — the 
Highlands Council appointed a Morris County freeholder as its new executive director. The freeholder 
soon announced he would not seek re-election, thus dropping his challenge in the upcoming primary 
to the candidate who was favored by the county Republican organization. 

After Christie’s appointees at the Port Authority were caught misusing the agency in a fabulous 
demonstration of corrupt power, we are being asked to believe this was an isolated incident and the 
misguided acts of a rogue staff member.  
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No, this is how our state government operates, and the office of this governor is only the tip of a much 
larger iceberg — of patronage, cronyism, influence-peddling and intimidation — all fueled by an 
institutional culture of pay-to-play. And it exists only because no one has been paying attention. 

An outraged nation might decide this kind of leadership isn’t what it wants in the White House. But 
unless we in New Jersey start watching what goes on in Trenton, until we focus our collective 
attentions on state politics, we will continue to get exactly what we deserve. 

Elliott Ruga is senior policy analyst for the New Jersey Highlands Coalition in Boonton.  
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