Probation office discussed
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CHERRY HILL

About 30 township residents gathered Tuesday night to discuss Camden County's decision to move a probation office into Cherry Hill.

They came away with a cliche -- "The devil is in the details."

To that end, the Woodland Civic Association and active residents from other parts of Cherry Hill plan to research how Camden County officials selected a professional office campus on the township's west side for a new Suburban Justice Center.

They'll use the state's open records law to review the 12-year lease the county signed, find out what other locations the county considered and see if the county got the best lease rate. They'll also study the township's zoning code to see if a probation office is an allowable use in the professional park.

Concerned residents said they will do whatever research they can to increase their chances of stopping the planned probation office move.

"I don't live anywhere near your neighborhood, but I've lived in Cherry Hill since 1965 and certainly this type of thing erodes the fabric of a community," said Denise Deshon, a township resident.

Last month, county officials announced they would move the Superior Court's probation division and child support unit out of the severely deteriorated Parkade building in downtown Camden and into two buildings at the Executive Campus, an office park at Route 70 and Cuthbert Boulevard in Cherry Hill. The new Suburban Justice Center would also include the county Sheriff Department's transportation unit.

Within days, the Woodland Civic Association, which represents the neighborhood next to the office campus, publicly opposed the relocation despite the county's assurances that probationers are low-level criminal offenders who wouldn't be a safety threat. County officials have also said the building will be secure and noted the Suburban Justice Center will be one of several governmental uses already in the professional office complex.

"I think it's a disgrace we weren't informed about it and given a chance to argue against it," said Melanie Zeisloft, who lives on Longwood Avenue next to the professional campus and has two young children.

The civic association has received support from other resident groups throughout Cherry Hill as well as from the mayor and township council.

Mayor Bernie Platt at Monday's council meeting said the governing body will advocate on the civic association's behalf.

Council Vice President John Amato said for the council not to receive advance notification was a slap in the face.

Residents said Cherry Hill officials could start helping by getting them access to documents that show how the county arrived at its decision.

Township spokesman Dan Keashen, who attended Tuesday's meeting, said he would look into the matter and respond to civic association leaders.
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