Marlkress Road deal should be overturned
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We hope a Camden activist's case against the county's purchase of a Cherry Hill road goes to trial.

The sale of Marlkress Road by Cherry Hill to Camden County was a sham perpetrated on county taxpayers. We can only hope that local activist and government watchdog Frank Fulbrook is able to prove it in court.

Tuesday, Superior Court Judge Francis Orlando denied motions filed by the county and the township to dismiss Fulbrook's lawsuit. Now, the case could proceed to trial later this year. We hope it does.

It was a little over a year ago when the county suddenly announced plans to buy the 1.5 mile-long road and two other properties from Cherry Hill for a grand total of $2 million. Coincidentally, at that time, Cherry Hill needed to plug a $2 million budget deficit. Before the sale, it looked as though the only way to do that was to significantly raise residents' taxes.

Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt told residents at a community meeting last year that the sale would plug the $2 million budget deficit that might have meant a huge tax increase.

The county's explanation for its sudden interest in the road was nonsensical -- it needed to own the road in case it's ever needed as an emergency evacuation route.

It would seem county taxpayers are supposed to believe the far-fetched notion that, in the event of a major catastrophe where evacuations are necessary, Marlkress Road might have been closed to traffic had the township continued to own it. What a relief then to everyone in our region that it's safely in county hands and can now be used as a corridor for fleeing residents to escape.

What we really have is a completely unbelievable and pathetic excuse to disguise what looks like the county, run by an all-Democratic freeholder board, rushing in to help Cherry Hill's Democratic mayor and all-Democratic council avert a storm of public outrage over a potentially hefty tax increase.

Other Camden County towns have faced huge tax increases and budget deficits and not gotten similar help from the county.

"We have plenty of roads we would gladly sell to the county if they want to bail us out too," Gloucester Township Mayor Cindy Rau-Hatton, a Republican, told the Courier-Post last summer.

Perhaps the county (for safety reasons, of course) should buy First and Second avenues from Haddon Heights for $1 million apiece. Then Haddon Heights could lower the property-tax rate and help those residents whose taxes have soared due to last year's property revaluation in the borough. And, if Haddon Heights High School ever needed to be evacuated, kids and teachers would be able to evacuate using those streets on both sides of the school because the county, not the borough, would own them.

Fulbrook asserts that the county's purchase of Marlkress Road violates state statute because buying the road serves no legitimate county governmental purpose. He's right, and we only hope for the sake of all Camden County taxpayers that he's able to prove it in court. This joke of a transaction designed to help county officials' political allies in Cherry Hill ought to be undone.
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