Residents are tired of roadwork
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CHERRY HILL

The large crowd at Tuesday's township meeting was there to deliver one message to Mayor Bernie Platt and council -- residents are fed up with the current Route 70 road project and fearful of what's to come.

The backlash from the more than 50 people comes at a time of considerable change for the state highway, which crosses the entire breadth of Cherry Hill.

Road crews this summer have been closing median cut-throughs, building new turning lanes and lengthening existing stacking lanes as part of a construction project the state Department of Transportation announced last September to considerable criticism. The $700,000 project is slated to end on Sept. 1.

Also, the mayor in early July announced his support of a Route 70 report that, among many other things, recommends expanding the state highway to three lanes in either direction for its entire 8.3-mile stretch in Cherry Hill. The township submitted the report to the state DOT the first week of July for its consideration.

Residents who showed up at the council meeting said the ongoing construction and the Route 70 report, which was drafted by a Platt-appointed citizen task force, are often at odds. Where the task force report suggests prohibiting left-hand turns, turning lanes are now being built. Where the report recommends installing traffic signals, there are no new signals to be found.

"We're upset that we can't get a straight answer from anybody about what they're doing," said township resident Susanne Bromke, chairwoman of a group that calls itself the Cherry Hill Citizens for a Safer Route 70 Committee. "We're sick of being lied to and we want to make that known."

Not happy with either the DOT changes or the task force recommendations, the grassroots group itself will submit its own Route 70 report, which is still being drafted. It should be ready by late September, said Bromke, who lives in Erlton, a neighborhood along both sides of Route 70.

Residents said they felt obligated to act because they believe the mayor's task force didn't offer viable suggestions for improving Route 70. They also said the 15-member task force, which they thought was created to represent the township's interests to the DOT, never notified the public much less conducted a public meeting before sending the report to the transportation department for its review.

The DOT has received the task force report and is still studying the recommendations, spokeswoman Erin Phalon said. She noted there is no deadline to complete the review.

While many in Cherry Hill support the task force plan, which also advocates pedestrian walkways, decorative lighting and a tree canopy lining the state highway, there's a significant and vocal segment adamantly opposed to a six-lane highway, not including turning lanes.

"It seems like you are not listening to the people who voted you in," resident Barry Levine said. "You just don't get it."

Resident Nick Bovino described the township's Route 70 policy as "foolish, stubborn and reckless" and said Platt and the council could have a brutal fight on their hands if they disregard what the residents think.

"Consider what legacy you're leaving," Bovino said.

Platt applauded the current road work, saying the DOT is doing the region a public service by permanently closing median cut-throughs and replacing some of them with designated turning and stacking lanes. He said the township can't continue to stay the course of a roadway that's more than 40 years old.

"Like it or not, Route 70 is our main thoroughfare and I believe we need this work to be done," Platt said.

Platt accused some in the audience of politicizing the state highway, which he called an "affront to the public trust."

Phil Guerrieri, a Republican and longtime critic of the mayor's handling of Route 70, is running against Platt, a Democrat, in the upcoming November election.

"There are Republicans and Democrats out there," said Guerrieri, pointing to the crowd. "This is not a partisan issue. This is a safety issue."

He scolded Platt for not sitting down and talking with the township's various civic organizations as former Cherry Hill mayors have done.

Councilwomen Shelley Adler and Joyce Kurzweil said they would welcome receiving the citizen committee's Route 70 report and comparing it to the task force recommendations. They noted the council has yet to endorse a set of suggestions and hasn't voted on increasing the state highway's lanes.

"I think there were important and very well-made arguments tonight," Adler said.
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