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Fiscal sanity
During the 1990s, many municipalities in New Jersey

began operating under a fiscal-year budget cycle, one that
begins in July. There were benefits which made sense back
then, but towns now are returning to a calendar-year cycle.
Given the current financial status of governmental finances,
this move makes sense. In making this shift, however, state
officials have insisted on actions that will force municipal
officials to get their fiscal house in order.

Irvington, Orange and East Orange recently received state
approval to convert to a calendar-year cycle. Officials in each
municipality often faced a problem inherent within the fiscal-
year cycle: with state aid figures not released by the state until
late August or early September, delays in budget presentations
were not uncommon; state funding forms a major portion of
their revenues.

Another problem the Essex County trio encountered was
attempting to strike a balance between providing services to
residents while limiting property tax increases. It meant offi-
cials in each town often went to the state and asked for more
funding. Sometimes they were lucky and the request was
granted. This aid is currently called Transitional Aid.

Irvington received $1 million and East Orange $2.8 million
in Transitional Aid during the 2011 fiscal year. While Orange
was not a recipient this year, it had received extra funds in pre-
vious years, when the program was known as Extraordinary
Aid. It often was received by the towns, however, to subsidize
normal operations as opposed to what the state intended: to
stabilize the budget if municipal fiscal projections were far
off-target. 

The flow of additional dollars, however, may have come to
an end. By moving to a calendar-year cycle, municipal offi-
cials will have no excuse for tardiness: they will know what to
expect well in advance of their new Jan. 1 deadline for budg-
et submission. In the minds of state officials, that means the
towns should have few legitimate excuses for requesting more
state aid.

Such awards likely will not happen locally for a few years.
As part of the 34-page application to the state Local Finance
Board, municipal officials in all three municipalities had to
agree not to seek Transitional Aid until 2014, barring unfore-
seen circumstances, such as the sudden loss of ratables. They
also had to provide projected budgets and cash-flow figures
for the next 2 1/2 years.

Those demands were just for shifting budget cycles. Under
a law presented Monday by Gov. Chris Christie to the Legis-
lature, towns which seek Transitional Aid in future years
would be required to submit to state oversight if funds were
granted.

These actions, as well as the beginning of the 2-percent  cap
era, send a clear message to municipal officials: no matter a
town’s financial status, fiscal policy requires tight scrutiny of
all activities since most involve spending.

Uncharted waters
Many charter schools are beneficial for the communities

they serve. They provide parents at no direct cost an alterna-
tive to public schools for any number of reasons. Charter
schools cannot charge tuition, and receive funding from the
student’s home district, which gives the charter 90 percent of
their cost of educating a student.

But another side of charter schools is currently causing
concern in several Essex County towns. A charter school pro-
posed for Maplewood would teach elementary-grade students
the Mandarin language in a total-immersion setting. The stu-
dents would come from five surrounding districts: South
Orange-Maplewood, West Orange, Livingston, Union and
Millburn. The only language spoken in the school would be
Mandarin. The proposed school would have 90 students to
start, in grades kindergarten to two. If its charter is approved,
the school might one day expand to a K-5 school.

The value of knowing Mandarin is very real. China is one
of the fastest growing economies in the world, and its business
interests are merging with that of the United States. When
those elementary students enter the business world, their
knowledge of the language could speed advancement in their
careers. 

But the school fits the mold of what is usually considered a
private school: small classes, a specialized curriculum, not
under the authority of the local school board, no English, and
with a very small, and thus selective, enrollment. And yet the
costs would be fully funded by the taxpayers. The superin-
tendent of West Orange Schools, Anthony Cavanna, estimates
it could cost his district $751,000 if the 43 student positions
the state will grant its school are all filled. And those numbers
could double if the school expands to a K-5. South Orange-
Maplewood board President Beth Daugherty said it could cost
taxpayers in her district $244,000 per year. 

Clearly, the trend of charter schools is passing into new ter-
ritory. The Assembly has passed a series of four bills seeking
to “reform” the process. The Senate may initiate debate on
those reforms. The governor is addressing the issue. All good.
The state needs to know where it is going, and not simply let
charter schools drift into troubled waters.

‘Embroidered Ground’ embraces compromise
If I were to name my property,

as many Brits and some Americans
do, I would probably call it some-
thing like “Untrimmed Hedges” or
“Perennial Chaos,” in honor of the
garden’s defining features. Howev-
er, I have never really felt the urge
to bestow a name on my little slice
of suburbia. 

Author and gardener Page Dick-
ey gave in to the urge years ago
when she named her Salem, N.Y.,
house and property “Duck Hill.”
She first wrote about her extensive
gardens in her 1991 book, “Duck
Hill Journal: A Year in a Country
Garden.” The book was a big hit
and Dickey has gone on to write six
more, including her most recent,
“Embroidered Ground.”

Dickey’s books, most of which
have lovely illustrations, are the
work of a gifted writer and garden-
er, but ever since that first book, I
have felt that she was easier to
admire than to like. The gardens at
Duck Hill always sounded wonder-
ful, but it was also quite clear that
they were fertilized with quantities
of well-aged money, and main-
tained to a standard of perfection
unattainable for most people. Call it
professional and personal jealousy,
but from my vantage point, perpet-
ually dwarfed by the rampant priv-
et and cowed by the crabgrass, I
found it hard to relate to Dickey.  

All that has changed with
“Embroidered Ground,” which is
smaller than some of Dickey’s ear-
lier efforts and illustrated only with
line drawings. Time and circum-
stances have changed Dickey, and
the tone of the book is occasionally
elegiac. 

Since first writing about Duck
Hill, she has experienced great suc-
cess, expanding the gardens and
making a notable career as a garden
writer and lecturer. She has made
many friends among the horticul-
tural elite. On the other hand, she
has also seen her family grow up
and her first marriage end. There
are hints that money considerations
have affected her life and garden.  

While still clearly better off than
most people, Dickey now has to do
what we all do: taming grand ideas
to match available resources, and
making concessions to age and
diminished vigor. She admits the
outlines of her garden have soft-
ened and many of her attitudes
have done so as well. The Dickey
of “Embroidered Ground” seems to
have grown more likeable and
approachable.  

This is at least partly due to the
advent of Bosco, Dickey’s second
husband, a widowed Hungarian-
born garden lover who livens up
the pages of the book. Dickey
admits that during her first mar-
riage, the garden was her domain.
When Bosco came into the picture,
she was forced to share the gardens
with someone whose philosophy
was radically different.  

Where Dickey is all about plan-

ning and precision, Bosco is about
serendipity: impulse plant buying,
lots of color, abundance every-
where and a bit of artful chaos.
Dickey makes it clear that both she
and Bosco had to compromise to
make garden and married life suc-
cessful. As the result, the gardens
have changed and expanded.
Bosco spends some of the daylight
hours in his own retreat on the
property, away from the main
house, but the two seem to live and
garden in harmony

Parts of the book read like
stand-alone articles or essays and
were probably originally written
for various home-and-garden peri-
odicals. These include chapters on
“multiseasonal plants” and fragrant
shrubs. As always with Dickey, the
advice is sound and the plant selec-
tions useful and interesting. 

One of the best sections, “Pre-
scriptions for the Aging Gardener,”
deals with ways of adapting a large,
mature garden to meet the needs
and abilities of a gardener who is in
the late summer, or autumn, of life.
Last year, Connecticut garden-
writer Sydney Eddison covered this
particular piece of horticultural and
literary ground in her wonderful
book, “Gardening for a Lifetime:
How to Garden Wiser as You Grow
Older.”  

Dickey summarizes many of the
same, sound strategies used by
Eddison, replacing demanding
perennials with less demanding
flowering shrubs, and simplifying
planting schemes that have become
overblown.  

I get impatient with Dickey
when she talks about being “a bit

bored with perennial gardens,” or
describes pulling out roses in favor
of plants deemed to require less
maintenance. These ideas may or
may not relate to sensible garden
changes, but they are extremely
fashionable right now, and Dickey
always has a finger on the pulse of
horticultural fashion.  

Dickey also follows in the mod-
ish garden footsteps of Martha
Stewart by keeping chickens, a
practice that appears somewhat at
odds with Dickey’s desire to sim-
plify things at Duck Hill. It seems
strange to me that mucking out
chicken droppings is considered
less onerous than maintaining
roses, but then, fashion is not
always rational.

The real gems hidden in this
book are the vignettes featuring
Bosco and the last section, “Final
Threads.” In the latter, Dickey
admits her gardens remain beauti-
ful and satisfying, even as the real-
ities of age and the compromises
arising from a new relationship
have made it less perfect. In the
end, she even admits to foreseeing
the day when she and Bosco will
leave the great enterprise that is
Duck Hill and create a simpler life
and landscape elsewhere. I am sure
she will write a book about that
endeavor, one even more eloquent
than the best parts of “Embroidered
Ground.”

Elisabeth Ginsburg, a resident of
Glen Ridge, is a frequent contrib-
utor to Worrall Community
Newspapers. The writer archives
past columns at http://www.gar-
denersapprentice.com.

The
Gardener’s
Apprentice
By Elisabeth Ginsburg

Surprise, outrage and the U.S. Constitution
The recent Casey Anthony ver-

dict was received with “surprise”
and “outrage” by a vocal majority
of people. I base this on the opin-
ions I have read in several newspa-
pers, and heard via many news pro-
grams, including “20/20,” “Date-
line,” “48 Hours” and “60 Min-
utes.”

Unless you have been buried
under a rock, you know the story
and history of this case. Basically, a
jury found Casey Anthony not
guilty of murdering her 2-year-old
daughter, Caylee. Since none of the
pundits or opinions expressed my
specific opinion, let me offer it
here.

My opinion is simple. Whether
the jury got it right or wrong, Casey
Anthony is not guilty. The court of
public opinion can disagree but,
according to the U.S. Constitution,
the law is the law. 

The “surprise” and “outrage”
comes from those who say she is
guilty. I sometimes get annoyed
when some people choose to cham-
pion certain issues. More about that
later. Article III, Section 2 of the
Constitution governs trials by jury.
The Sixth Amendment governs the
right to a speedy trial:

“In all criminal prosecutions,
the accused shall enjoy the right to
a speedy and public trial, by an
impartial jury of the State and dis-
trict wherein the crime shall have
been committed, which district
shall have been previously ascer-
tained by law, and to be informed
of the nature and cause of the accu-
sation; to be confronted with the
witnesses against him; to have
compulsory process for obtaining
witnesses in his favor, and to have

the Assistance of Counsel for his
defense.” A citizen can become a
grand or petit juror on state or fed-
eral court cases. Jurors are general-
ly selected via that jurisdiction’s
requirements, which can exclude
certain citizens, especially those
convicted of selected crimes.

I have been called to jury duty
many times and twice served as a
petit juror, once as a jury foreman.
I have always considered it an
honor to be called to jury duty and
a higher honor to be selected as an
actual juror.

Each juror is given the power to
help decide a verdict based on the
facts, as well as innuendo, decep-
tions and even tricks, presented
during the court proceedings.
Jurors must decide the merits of all
this information and this informa-
tion only. Their opinions should not
be influenced or formed by media,
or opinions outside the court.

Since Casey Anthony was tried
in a criminal court, the basic princi-
ple of the U.S. criminal-law system
placed the burden of proof of guilt
on the prosecution. A juror must
vote guilty or not guilty based on
the highest level of proof: beyond a
reasonable doubt.

Every person accused of a crime
is presumed to be innocent unless
his or her guilt is established
beyond a reasonable doubt. Jurors
are instructed by the judge and
defense counsel that if they are not

convinced beyond a reasonable
doubt, based on what took place or
was presented in that courtroom,
they are duty-bound by law to
declare a defendant not guilty.

On one of the juries I served, the
defendant seemed guilty, but the
prosecutor was not able to convince
our jury of her guilt beyond a rea-
sonable doubt. We unanimously
delivered a not-guilty verdict,
although the defendant may have
committed the crime. We just were
not provided with proof beyond a
reasonable doubt.

Back to where my annoyance
comes from. Where is all this “sur-
prise” and “outrage” regarding cer-
tain, unfair police-brutality ver-
dicts, which only seem to take
place in urban communities? The
same pundits and majority opinions
are quick to point out the not-guilty
verdicts in certain brutality cases
were tried in U.S. courts of law and
we must respect the courts’ opin-
ions.

It is the same system, and we do
not have the right to change the
Constitution to the benefit of any
individual or group. The law is the
law. According to the Constitution,
Casey Anthony is not guilty of
murdering her daughter Caylee.

Fortunately, my religious teach-
ings inform me that man’s law and
God’s law are not always the same.
God has indisputable facts as to
who killed that precious young
lady. God’s verdict does not just
last a lifetime; God’s decision of
our guilt or innocence is eternal!

Let me end on this note. Little
Caylee’s death is unforgivable and
I, like many others, shed tears for
the needless pain she suffered due

to having a horrible parent. Maybe
it’s just me, but I shed the same
tears for other miscarriages of jus-
tice.

My heart does not allow me to
select and choose the tears I shed
based on race, economic circum-
stances or social standings. I also
shed tears for youngsters trapped in
failing schools throughout this
country, the richest nation in the
world.

Many of them become the living
dead; unable to find a job, they
often become part of America’s
criminal-justice system, and end up
in prison, each costing us between
$25,000 and $35,000 a year to
house.

I shed tears because the greatest
nation in the world allows this to
happen and only gets “surprised”
and “outraged” when it is conven-
ient. I shed tears when I read the
second paragraph of our Declara-
tion of Independence:

“We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by
their creator with certain unalien-
able Rights, that among these are
life, liberty and the pursuit of hap-
piness.”

I shed tears for us one day meet-
ing our creator; many of us will
have much to explain.

Harry Paden is an Irvington res-
ident and chief executive officer
of HP INC, an educational con-
sulting company. He can be
reached at 973-580-2496 or
harry_paden@hotmail.com.
Comments can also be posted on
his website at: www.hpinc-con-
sultant.com.

Knowledge
Is Power
By Harry Paden
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CERT CLASS GRAD-
UATES — Members of
Orange’s latest class
of Community Emer-
gency Response Team
members, including, in
no order provided,
Beverly Harrison, Betty
McLeod, Edward
Banks, Sharon Durbin,
Sherrill Lane, Sally
Wright, Nina Hamm,
and, right, Council-
woman Linda Jones-
Bell, received their cer-
tification to assist in
basic disaster
response skills, such
as fire safety, light
search and rescue,
team organization, and
medical operations
after an event when
professional respon-
ders are not immedi-
ately available to help.


