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Using city money, Perth Amboy hires lobbyist to secure federal grants

By Thomas Meagher

PERTH AMBOY ─ The Perth Amboy City Council thought it had it all worked out. It would use $98,000 in 
federal grant money to pay a DC lobbying firm to help the city bag even more federal funds. The plan 
was approved in April. But there's a problem. It turns out the grant money can't be used to pay lobbyists 
after all. 

The solution? The council voted Wednesday to pay the lobbying firm with city money taken from the 
city's water and sewer company and a city fund designated for consultants. 

Under the agreement, the Ferguson Group, a government relations consulting firm, would work for the 
city for up to a year, starting in May 2009. The council was initially told by business administrator Jane 
Feigenbaum that the city could use an Urban Development Action Grant to pay for the firm. 

Feigenbaum said she found out from Michael Keller, the city's director of economic and community 
development, that the grant could not be used for lobbying. 

"We found out after the fact," said Feigenbaum. 

The resolution to change the source of funding passed unanimously, although some members of the 
council expressed reservations about using city dollars to pay the lobbying firm.

"Now we're using local taxpayer dollars," said Councilman Fernando Gonzales, who said he voted for the 
resolution to use city dollars only because the city had already signed a contract with the Ferguson 
Group. "Before, we were gambling on someone else's money. Now we're gambling with our own."

In an April letter to the city, the Ferguson Group outlined the services it would offer Perth Amboy. The 
firm said it would help the city get federal appropriations in areas like public safety, law enforcement, 
infrastructure, public works, transportation, energy and education.

The group also said it would identify the most likely sources of funding for Perth Amboy's projects, would 
arrange meetings for Perth Amboy officials with key Congressional members (and give advice on how to 
prepare for such meetings), assist Perth Amboy in organizing stakeholder support and provide reports to 
the city.

"As you know, President Obama recently signed major economic recovery legislation," wrote Ken Brown, 
a partner of the Ferguson Group, in the letter to the city. "This legislation includes $575 billion in new 
federal spending ... TFG will work with the City of Perth Amboy to develop and implement a strategy that 
maximizes the opportunities for the City to receive economic recovery funding that is provided through 
various federal and state agencies."

Feigenbaum said it is likely that the city will receive a total of $500,000 for projects the Ferguson Group 
has been lobbying for, since Congress has reconvened this week. This includes money for a reservoir 
project and for solar panels on the recently built public safety complex. 

"I'm optimistic that we'll get the $500,000 and possibly more," she said. 



Councilman Ken Balut, who was absent for the initial vote to hire the Ferguson Group, said paying the 
group with city dollars made no sense. 

"It's sad the government has to pay the government to get money," he said. "The only reason I voted on 
it was because the group already has been working for us. We owe them money and if we don't pay, we 
can get sued."


