Probation plans rile group
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CHERRY HILL

A closed-door meeting meant to ease a civic association's distress over the planned move of a probation office into Cherry Hill did the exact opposite.

It emboldened the group.

A day after the association's Wednesday meeting with county officials, Woodland Civic Association leaders sent out a mass e-mail to its membership and fellow township residents. It was an invitation to attend this Tuesday's gathering about the probation office's move from downtown Camden to a Cherry Hill professional campus and what Camden County has to say about it.

The group's leadership is also busily organizing a town hall-style meeting for later this month aimed at presenting the probation office relocation as a townshipwide issue and not just one affecting Cherry Hill's west side.

"It will be an election issue," said Anthony Faiola Jr., a civic association trustee and lifelong Democrat like many of his neighbors. "We're getting screwed by the people we elected into office."

Last month, the county announced it would move the Superior Court's probation division and child support unit out of the severely deteriorated Parkade building in Camden and into the Executive Campus at Route 70 and Cuthbert Boulevard by year's end. It would also relocate the Sheriff Department's 30-person transportation unit to the complex where other government agencies such as the state's Motor Vehicle Commission and Department of Law and Public Safety already have offices.

The county's all-Democrat freeholder board in June had authorized a 12-year, multimillion-dollar lease with the Buccini/Pollin Group Inc., a Wilmington-based real estate firm. The agreement was for 69,000 square feet of space in two buildings at the rear of the office complex, which sits adjacent to the middle- and working-class neighborhood of Kenilworth.

Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said he didn't anticipate such opposition to the move. He and other officials such as county administrator Ross Angilella, Sheriff Charles Billingham and trial court administrator Michael O'Brien met with civic association leaders in a closed-door meeting Wednesday.

"We believe it's a safe use and we now have to show it will be a safe use to the residents," Cappelli said. "We heard their specific concerns and now we feel we can better address them."

The lease is signed and the move will happen, he said.

"Being told you must take this is a bitter pill to swallow," said John Moffett, the civic association's secretary. "We felt we were at a sales program that was scripted."

Residents want the roughly 280 employees affected by the move to have a safe and healthy workplace, Moffett said. What they don't want is the average of 1,958 probationers with their myriad criminal problems visiting the office complex next to their neighborhood and Kenilworth Park each week.

The county can say all it wants about addressing residents' concerns and making adjustments, but it lost all credibility when it signed a lease without first talking to the neighborhood and Cherry Hill officials such as Police Chief Charlie Jones, Moffett said.

Jones, who attended the closed-door meeting, confirmed no one from the county asked for his input, although he did say the county has subsequently addressed many of his security and traffic concerns.

He is contacting police chiefs in towns that have probation offices to see what issues they regularly face. The police department is also reviewing various state statutes to see if certain types of probationers are prohibited from the buildings because of their proximity to the park and tot lot, Jones said.

"The township feels the meeting was very productive and useful, and allowed residents to address Camden County directly with their specific concerns," said Cherry Hill spokesman Dan Keashen. "The township will support its residents and advocate for them on this issue."

Faiola said the civic association wants a strong advocate because it plans to fight hard to stop the probation office move into Cherry Hill.

"They say this is going to happen and there's nothing we can do about it," he said. "But we can picket, we can have meetings, we can create so much of an uproar that they have to go away."
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