Cherry Hill, freeholders set goals

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff

Camden County's all-Democratic freeholder board and Cherry Hill's all-Democratic mayor and council rang in the new year Wednesday with promises to continue economic growth and reduce the cost of local government.

Both county and township elected officials also pledged at their separate reorganization meetings on Wednesday to develop energy policies aimed at conservation and cost savings.

"As we cast our eyes toward the future, there is no denying a threat to all of us -- the deterioration of our environment," said Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt, who was sworn in to his second consecutive four-year term. "There is no question that we need to act now and lead the way on this issue because the consequences for inaction will be detrimental to all of us."

In lengthy and ambitious remarks, Platt said with council's help he intends to make Cherry Hill into an "economic bullet train and cultural hub" without driving up property taxes and while operating a transparent government.

At the reorganization, newly elected council members John Amato, Dennis Garbowski and Sara Lipsett were sworn in to four-year terms. Councilman Steven Polansky was elected council president, replacing Councilman Frank Falcone, and Amato, who is beginning a township-record seventh consecutive council term, was re-elected council vice president.

Senator Robert Menendez, D-N.J., attended both the township's ceremony and the county freeholder board's brief reorganization meeting earlier Wednesday, where he swore in Freeholder Carmen Rodriguez. A Democrat, she is beginning her second term in office as the county's first -- and only -- Hispanic freeholder. Fellow Democrat and Deputy Freeholder-Director Ed McDonnell, who is starting his fifth consecutive term, also took the oath of office.

Menendez announced the county will soon receive $766,000 in federal funding for two projects.

It will get $320,000 to purchase and equip a mobile health services van for the county's low-income and working poor residents, said Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr., who was unanimously reappointed to the board's top leadership position. An additional $446,000 will be used to help upgrade the county's 9-1-1 communications system for law enforcement, fire and emergency medical services personnel. The county has estimated the overhaul could cost anywhere between $30 million and $40 million.

In 2008, the freeholder board will unite with nonprofit groups such as Big Brothers/Big Sisters and the Volunteers of America to recruit adult volunteers to mentor at-risk youth throughout the county, Cappelli said. Also, Freeholder Jeff Nash will take the lead in developing an environmentally friendly energy policy.
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