Cherry Hill to begin videotaping meetings
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CHERRY HILL

There will be a new addition at tonight's township council meeting -- a video camera.

For the first time in the township's 163-year history, the governing body will be filmed in action. It's unclear when residents will see the meeting broadcast on Cherry Hill's cable access channel since township and school district officials are still hammering out the details of getting it on the air.

But the township's message is clear, said Mayor Bernie Platt, who's in the first month of his new four-year administration.

Increasing government transparency at the local level will be a priority.

"I believe people who work late or cannot make it to town hall for public meetings should not be blacked out of the process," Platt said. "They deserve to see the business of their municipality and the actions of their elected officials."

Televising council meetings on Channel 19, which Comcast provides the township and the school district operates, is one part of a good government initiative the township announced this month.

The township will soon begin posting agendas, ordinances and resolutions on the township's Web site at least a day in advance of council meetings so the public can see what's up for council consideration and vote, Platt said. "I don't think there's any question that we want to do this," said Council President Steve Polansky, adding the township will likely redesign the Web site to make the information easy to find.

Earlier this month, the mayor appointed Polansky, a lawyer, to craft a package of good government ordinances as part of the township's transparency effort. Last year, the councilman introduced a resolution, which council unanimously approved, to bar former township employees from getting work contracts with the township for two years after they retire, resign or depart from Cherry Hill.

"This is important to the community, first and foremost, because it gives the public confidence in their government," Polansky said. "Also, the more people know about what is going on in government, the more feedback we get from the community."

In the last three weeks, he's met with each of the other six council members about the project and reached out to the Cherry Hill Reform Committee, a nonpartisan citizens group focused on increasing civic participation and openness in township government.

The reform committee last year spurred the council to adopt an ordinance banning pay-to-play politics after it ran a successful petition drive that netted more than 3,600 signatures of registered voters.

In October, the grass-roots group also presented four other reform-minded ordinances. The proposals tackle the issues of political appointments to township boards, competitive negotiations for professional service contracts, and campaign contributions made by developers who seek redevelopment work or zoning variances from the township.

All four of the measures are modeled on ordinances crafted by legal experts at the Metuchen-based Citizens' Campaign, a nonpartisan, statewide movement that empowers everyday people to get involved in government.

Polansky said he would review the proposed ordinances and predicted some of them would be approved as part of the township's good government initiative. If adopted, the measures would be enforced through the township's human resources department, which would be supervised by the legal department.

"I'm taking what he said at face value," said Robert Shinn, a reform committee member and co-chair of the Camden County chapter of the Citizens' Campaign. "I think they recognize we've got a group of energized people here who are willing to go forward and do this on our own if the council doesn't act."

Expectations are high that the township's effort will result in positive change, said Joyce Walker, a former councilwoman and the chapter's other co-chair. After seeing how the community came together to support the pay-to-play ban, Mayor Platt and council understand people want a government that's accessible and works for them, she said.

Polansky hopes to have working drafts of the legislation by March. At that point, he'll seek feedback from the mayor, council and the reform committee. When the measures will be introduced depends on how quickly council consensus can be reached, Polansky said.

It may turn out to be easier to pass a good government ordinance package than get council meetings broadcast on Channel 19.

Cherry Hill has had a public access channel for 26 years and it's always been run by the Cherry Hill school district with no financial help from the township government, said Gordon Hamson, who was the Channel 19 director until he retired in 2006.

The channel, which reaches an estimated 30,000 Cherry Hill households, is designated for educational access, not government access, Hamson said. He noted the township has its own cable access channel, which it's chosen not to set up and use.

The township admits as much, but contends it makes more sense to share services with the school district and use Channel 19, which is already well known in the community, said Dan Keashen, the township's spokesman.

School district and township officials have met twice in the last two months, but progress isn't being made as quickly as the township would like, Keashen said. To "jump-start" the process, council passed a resolution on Jan. 14 to urge the Cherry Hill Board of Education to support televising all council and school board meetings.

"They kind of jumped the gun on us," said school board President Anne Einhorn of the resolution.

She sees the logic of sharing the station, but noted funding has to be discussed, especially since the township has never contributed any money to its operation.

"We don't even broadcast our (school board) meetings because we put all of our funding into the students," Einhorn said.

The school board is scheduled to discuss the township's Channel 19 request at its Feb. 12 work session, she said.

Reach Lisa Grzyboski at (856) 486-2931 or lgrzyboski@courierpostonline.com
Published: January 28. 2008 3:10AM
