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The holidays brought a lull in the pointed rhetoric between the governor and
Democratic leadership. But the terrain ahead could be treacherous

Legend has it that on Christmas Eve 1914 on a battlefield in
France, soldiers in the British Expeditionary Force and German
infantry laid down their arms, met in no man’s land to exchange
holiday greetings and join in singing carols extolling peace on
earth, goodwill toward men before returning to their trenches
and resume firing at one another.

Apocryphal or not, the moral of that 100-year-old tale applies in
somewhat less lethal fashion to the deteriorating state of affairs
that has sharply divided the administration of Gov. Phil Murphy

and the Democratic legislative leadership.

The holiday break produced a lull in the increasingly confrontational standoff and pointed rhetoric
between the two sides.

Murphy and his family jetted off on a sightseeing safari in Tanzania while Senate President Steve
Sweeney (D-Gloucester) and Assembly Speaker Craig Coughlin (D-Middlesex) stuck closer to home
to raise a glass, toast the year’s end and turn attention to the legislative election year of 2019.

By any measure, 2018 was a less than stellar year for Murphy. Two of his major agenda items —
legalization of marijuana possession and an increase in the minimum wage to $15 per hour — went
unfulfilled and appear on the verge of stalemate while a third — a tax increase on wealthy New
Jerseyans — achieved very limited success.

The administration came perilously close to a government shutdown over his proposed budget
before he conceded on a number of his recommendations and accepted what was largely a
legislatively-drawn spending plan.

One row after another
As the legislative session drew to a close, a major uproar erupted over a proposed constitutional
amendment to dramatically change the method by which legislative districts are drawn and
Sweeney was forced to back off the idea. There is, though, every indication he hasn’t abandoned
the idea entirely and intends to try again this year.

That row was quickly followed by an unprecedented power play move to depose Democratic State
Chairman John Currie, a close confidant and ally of the governor, and replace him with Essex
County Chairman Leroy Jones even though Currie has a year remaining in his term.

While these political disruptions heightened the increasing animosity between the administration
and legislative leaders, they were overshadowed by allegations of sexual assault against a Murphy
campaign official who was later appointed to a $140,000 position in the administration and
eventually forced to resign when the accusations became public.
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