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Cherry Hill council is ready for its close-up

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff 
Cherry Hill's cable access channel is about to make a significant change to its programming lineup.
By month's end, Channel 19 could be broadcasting Cherry Hill's semi-monthly township council meetings so residents who can't attend can still see their local government in action.
"It was one of the mayor's priorities this year as far as transparency and openness in government is concerned," Cherry Hill spokesman Dan Keashen said.
Mayor Bernie Platt began working with the Cherry Hill school district, which operates Channel 19, last fall in the lead-up to the 2007 general election. For several years, political opponents and township residents periodically urged the council and Platt, who was re-elected mayor in November, to broadcast the meetings, as Voorhees and Washington Township do.
The school district, which has run the cable access channel for 26 years without the township's financial help, was uneasy about broadcasting a political entity such as town council on an educational channel. But most of all, the district worried about the channel's limited resources. It has but one full-time technician.
Last week, a school board committee gave the superintendent the go-ahead to approve the township's request and air the council meetings, said Susan Bastnagel, the school district's spokeswoman.
The district insists the township use its own staff to videotape the council meetings and deliver the tapes to the Channel 19 station at Cherry Hill High School West, Bastnagel said. The township also must clearly announce at the beginning and end of the recorded meeting it provided the programming, not the school district, she said.
Furthermore, the district wants to be included later this year when the township renegotiates its cable franchise agreement with Comcast, which provides the cable access channel and is in a position to offer grants.
The township will keep the lines of communication open, Keashen said. He said township employees have already videotaped the Jan. 28 and Feb. 11 council meetings.
With one challenge solved, the township has turned its attention to Verizon, which began offering cable service in Cherry Hill last year.
Channel 19 reaches an estimated 30,000 Cherry Hill households that subscribe to Comcast. Those households that switched to Verizon, however, can't get the cable access channel, Keashen said.
Verizon is aware of the situation and is ready to work with the township, said Rich Young, a Verizon New Jersey spokesman. It has set up 19 cable access channels in municipalities across the state and expects to add between 5 and 10 such channels per month in 2008, he said.
"It's something we want to do as quickly as possible," Young said.
He couldn't give a timetable for Cherry Hill.
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