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ANALYSIS
A new television ad is promoting Governor Christie as a reformer who is balancing the state budget and increasing education aid, all with a bipartisan flair that's lacking in Washington.

But a closer look at the $1.5 million ad reveals something else, including a series of statements that don't tell the full story.

The ad also never mentions the word Republican, though Christie is an outspoken partisan, and the organization running the ad is the officially non-partisan Committee for Our Children's Future, but it is headed by three Christie campaign contributors and has a spokesman with ties to former Republican President George W. Bush and former GOP presidential candidate John McCain.

Christie, when asked about the committee and its ad this week, said he isn't coordinating with the organization — which includes two former University of Delaware classmates, Lynn Grone and Bob Teeven, among its officers — but appreciates the kind words given all the money labor unions have been spending to oppose him.

"I think anybody who's out there spending money to say something nice about you I generally support, but I have nothing to do with the group [and] I don't raise money for them," he told reporters. "If they're out there helping me, I say 'Thank you very much' because the unions have spent tens of millions of dollars attacking me since I've become governor."

Typically, that type of counter message comes out of the state Republican Party, which aired a similar radio ad back in July. But unlike the party committee, which must adhere to strict campaign finance laws — including regular disclosure of donors — the new committee is organized under IRS rules as a federal non-profit 501(c)(4) issues advocacy group.

That means it only is subject to annual disclosure of donors to the IRS, and its donors also aren't subject to the state pay-to-play laws that restrict contributions made by companies that do business with the state.

Brian Jones, a spokesman for the committee, said it will follow the IRS rules, but has no plans to publicly reveal donors.

Christie, who devoted three of his campaign's "88 ways Chris Christie will fix New Jersey" to transparency and is pressing lawmakers to upgrade financial disclosure forms, declined to criticize the group for its lack of openness.

"It's up to them," he said.

The 30-second ad starts with hazy shots of the U.S. Capitol and descriptions of gridlock, but it turns quickly to more rosy backdrops, including a sunrise, Christie next to a lighthouse and shots of children getting off a school bus.

"Chris Christie, with bipartisan support, is taking New Jersey in another direction," the cheery narrator says.

"Washington may never get it, but we can," she says in closing. "Keep New Jersey headed in the right direction."

 

Constitutional law

The narrator supports her claims about Christie with the help of bold graphics. One says New Jersey has had "two balanced budgets" since Christie, a Republican, took office in 2010. But the ad doesn't say Christie had to sign a balanced budget because a balanced budget is required by the state constitution, something Christie has sworn to uphold.

The ad also doesn't mention that Christie, to balance the state budget, made only a partial payment to the state pension system this year and skipped the payment in his first budget, even as New Jersey is carrying an unfunded pension liability last measured at $54 billion.

The ad also promotes $850 million in new spending on public schools this year under Christie, money made available by balancing the budget and cutting waste, the narrator says. But there's no reference to the $820 million Christie cut from education during his first year in office after federal stimulus money that had been propping up school aid ran out.

Christie was not the sole architect of the $850 million increase the ad promotes, since the governor initially proposed an increase of only $250 million in his February budget address.

A state Supreme Court decision and a Democratic bid to boost school aid by more than $1 billion helped shape the final $850 million increase referred to in the ad.

And the reference to Christie's "bipartisan support" — which is contrasted with Washington's infamous gridlock — glosses over his frequent quarrels with Democrats, including those in which he publicly called one a "jerk" and another a "liar." Not to be outdone, Democratic leaders have called him "deranged" and "vindictive."

This week, Christie has been confronting Democratic legislative leaders over ethics reforms while they are challenging his out-of-state travel to political events.

 

Aid for cities held up

The lack of bipartisan cooperation in Trenton led to a messy budget passage in July. And it is holding up $140 million in state aid for distressed cities, including Paterson and Passaic, that have been forced to lay off police officers and other workers due to severe budget problems.

While Christie has been able to get Democrats to back some of his initiatives since taking office, including last year's state budget and this summer's bill to cut public employee benefits, he did so with only minimal Democratic votes and not widespread, bipartisan support.

The ad ends by telling viewers it was paid for by the Committee for Our Children's Future and shows a link to a website, committeeforourchildrensfuture.com.

At the website, the committee is described as "not affiliated with any candidate or political committee," but the organization's three officers are all past contributors to Christie's 2009 campaign. And the group's spokesman, Jones, is a former communications adviser to the Bush-Cheney 2004 reelection campaign who more recently served as the communications director for John McCain's presidential bid.

Jones now works for the Black Rock Group, a communications consulting firm based in Washington.

Jones defended the ad's accuracy saying "technically the ad is correct" about the balanced the budget and "there was an $850 million increase in education funding."

The committee's support of Christie, Jones said, stems from his agenda and his success in New Jersey.
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