Probation office under fire

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff


CHERRY HILL

To the best of anyone's recollection, the last time Kenilworth residents organized a protest demonstration was 37 years ago.

The issue then was the speeding -- and sometimes drunk -- motorists who used one of the neighborhood's main streets as a shortcut to and from the former Garden State Park racetrack. Residents made such a ruckus back then the township put up a fence to block cars, said Tony Faiola, president of the neighborhood's Woodland Civic Association.

On Friday, a few dozen pickets lined King Avenue in the Executive Campus, the professional office complex at Route 70 and Cuthbert Boulevard, where Camden County plans to situate its Suburban Justice Center.

The issue for residents is the estimated 1,480 adult and juvenile probationers who could be visiting the office park next to the Kenilworth neighborhood every week for the next 12 years.

Residents are promising a fight to the end.

"If it means taking legal action we will. We've already talked about it," said Eleonora Vespertino, a second-generation Kenilworth resident who was one of the pickets.

The center would include the Superior Court's probation office and child support unit, which are now in the severely deteriorated Parkade building in downtown Camden. It would also house the county Sheriff Department's transportation unit, a crew that transfers people under arrest from local police departments to the Camden County Jail.

The number of pickets hovered around 38 people for most of the protest. Each person held different handmade signs, featuring such phrases as "Save Our Park, Save Our Children", "Typical Camden County Hose Job" and "Freeholders Trick, Happy Halloween".

Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. has defended the justice center as a safe use for the area ever since the Woodland Civic Association began protesting it in mid-August, a few days after the county's announcement. He continued his defense in a Thursday letter to residents in which he explained the professional campus is full of other government offices and stated probation offices pose no public safety risk.

"Indeed, these facilities are often located in suburban settings, including in Gloucester County, where the state's probation division is located in a shopping center, and Ocean County, where the probation office is just down the street from one of Toms River's two high schools," Cappelli wrote.

To ease residents' concerns, Cappelli said the county will expand the sheriff officers' patrol to the buildings' exterior to make sure probationers go directly to and from the justice center, parking lot and adjacent public transportation.

He emphasized people on probation have not been sentenced to prison and that two-thirds of the county's probationers live in suburban neighborhoods much like Kenilworth.

"I think it's a little too late," said township resident Jeanette Simms of the letter. "If they (the county) really wanted to contact the public, they would have done it a long time ago."

The county freeholder board in June approved a 12-year lease with the Buccini/Pollin Group Inc., a Wilmington-based real estate firm, for 69,000 square feet of space in two buildings at the rear of the office complex. The new office space will cost the county $1.24 million for the first year, an amount that will increase about $34,500 annually over the life of the lease. Under the lease, the county has two 10-year extension options.

Some pickets said the county should use the money to build a justice center in Camden where one-third of the probationers live. They openly worried about sex offenders and repeat criminal offenders. For example, in late August, police arrested Hakeem Pratt, 18, of Camden, at the probation office for murder. He's accused of shooting his victim in the head.

"This isn't good for Cherry Hill no matter where you live in the township," said Theresa Mohrfeld, who lives a few miles away in the township's Barclay section. She suggested the county use the office space for one of its noncriminal departments or agencies.

There have been no reports anywhere in the state of probationers engaging in criminal activity in neighborhoods around probation offices, said Michael O'Brien, the Superior Court administrator in Camden County.

He called the justice center an important public service and said court professionals, as well as the people they serve, deserve a decent facility.

"Horrible and wretched are two ways of describing what we have now," O'Brien said of the Parkade building. Reach Lisa Grzyboski at (856) 486-2931 or lgrzyboski@courierpostonline.com
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