Cherry Hill councilwoman says goodbye
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CHERRY HILL

When Marlyn Kalitan took the oath of office for the first time in 1992, she never imagined she would serve four consecutive terms -- a full 16 years -- on the township council.

At the time, she couldn't believe she had even made it onto her town's governing body, having won election by only 19 votes. She also saw herself not as a politician, but as an involved resident -- a woman who initially got active in her neighborhood's civic association and then served four years on the township's planning board.

Now at the end of her final term as Cherry Hill's longest serving councilwoman, Kalitan still considers herself a concerned resident first and foremost, but said her years of elected office helped her gain a new perspective.

"Being on council taught me how to listen more and understand that it wasn't always about my opinion, but about what was ultimately good for Cherry Hill," Kalitan said. "I took this job very seriously."

In public comments at her last official council meeting earlier this month, Kalitan said she had mixed emotions about stepping down. She noted that while it wasn't her choice to leave, she had accepted the Cherry Hill Democratic Committee's decision to endorse zoning board member Sara Lipsett, who went on to win election, as a necessary rite of passage.

"I really do believe I left it on a high note," said Kalitan, who's consistently called her time on council a life changing experience.

She applauded the township's employees, the past and present council members she worked with, and the three mayors -- Susan Bass Levin, Art Simons and Bernie Platt -- under whom she served.

Kalitan said she counts the $22 million dollar Cherry Hill Public Library, which opened in December 2004, and the Cherry Hill Arts Center at Croft Farm, which was converted from a historic barn in 1995, as top accomplishments during her council tenure because they've become centers of community and educational activities.

"The library I would say is number one because it was tough to get people to buy into it," said Kalitan, who works as a career consultant for the Philadelphia-based Right Management Consultants. "There were some who believed that libraries are no longer necessary in today's technological world."

Along with the successes came difficult decisions and disappointments
Kalitan still considers the time nine years ago when the township ordered residents of the former Cherry Hill Apartments on Route 38 to evacuate and never return as the hardest decision she had to make as a councilwoman. Even though the apartment complex was in deplorable condition and in imminent danger of fire, Kalitan said it was heartbreaking to force people -- many of them senior citizens and immigrants -- from their longtime homes.

A big disappointment

Her greatest disappointment is the ongoing redevelopment of the former Garden State Park racetrack at Route 70 and Haddonfield Road, which she believes is too massive a project for the township. She said Cherry Hill had originally envisioned a town center concept of small shops and restaurants and considerable parkland. Now it's big-box stores and hundreds of housing units with limited open space, she stated.

"I felt we could have gotten so much more from the developer," Kalitan said. "But for the last couple of years, we overestimated how much revenue was going to come in from fees and taxes from the racetrack because things moved more slowly than anticipated."

In an effort to speed up construction, the township approved variances that developer M&M Realty requested, which changed the development's direction, she said.

"She speaks her mind. This is something you have to respect her for," said Council Vice President John Amato, who surpasses Kalitan as the township's longest serving councilmember, having been first elected in 1983.

Former township Councilwoman Joyce Walker noted Kalitan was the first Cherry Hill councilmember to introduce an ordinance to ban pay-to-play politics at the local level. Walker also said Kalitan publicly supported her when the Cherry Hill Democratic Committee decided not to endorse her for re-election in 2005 even though such support came with political risks.

"She should feel real good about the job she did," said David Fleisher, a former council president who served from 1997 to 2005. "She's passionate about Cherry Hill and she wasn't afraid to swim against the tide. Sometimes she was right and sometimes she was wrong, but, in the end, she was always professional about it."

Staying involved

Kalitan said she doesn't plan on running for elected office again. But she will stay involved.

She sits on the board of the Settlement Music School in Camden and hopes to remain on the Camden County Commission for Women. Kalitan's also asked to be appointed to the township's human relations council, a group that addresses problems related to prejudice and discrimination.

The Cherry Hill Reform Committee, a nonpartisan group that promotes good government, intrigues her.

"I like the way they do things. They've been researching issues and presenting things in a civil way," Kalitan said. "As long as it stays apolitical, I would like to be a part of that group."

The reform committee's goal of increasing civil participation is commendable, she said.

"People are mostly nonchalant when it comes to local politics," Kalitan said. "They unfortunately don't spend enough time getting to know their elected officials."
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