April 24, 2008
Cherry Hill heeds protests, dumps fire station plan

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff 
The Cherry Hill Fire Department has withdrawn its proposal to build a fire station on 3rd Avenue next to the Garden State Park development after facing two months of stiff neighborhood opposition to the plan.
Recognizing that residents brought up a number of valid concerns, the Board of Fire Commissioners and fire chief decided to give up a nearly 2-acre property that the Garden State Park developers were prepared to donate to the department.
Fire officials have already contacted the developers and will attempt to negotiate a free property that's farther away from residents and along a major road.
"It's better to know the station is not a good fit for the neighborhood now than find out after it's built," said Cherry Hill Fire Chief Robert Giorgio. "A fire and EMS station is a public good and it needs to be able to serve in that way. It shouldn't cause long-term conflict, which would have been the case in this instance."
Residents and leaders of the Woodland Civic Association, which advocates for residents in that area of the township, are overjoyed with the department's decision. They also are more than a bit surprised in light of the neighborhood's recent tangles with local government over Garden State Park development approvals, an incoming county probation office and emergency housing for convicted sex offenders at a nearby hotel.
"The fire chief really listened to what we had to say. He was really good," said Bessie Olsen, a 3rd Avenue resident. "You talk to other government officials and a lot of times you don't get that same reaction."
"I really thought it was going to be an all-out brawl to try to stop this," said Phil Sharman, who would have lived across 3rd Avenue from the firehouse.
At first, fire officials viewed the free land, which the Garden State Park developers are required to provide under the conditions of their project approval, as a way to save taxpayers money and give the department a fire station in the strategic area of Chapel Avenue and Haddonfield Road.
The positive vibe changed when homeowners along 3rd Avenue learned of the plan in mid-February and swiftly organized to fight it. Soon, some residents of the 55-and-older community being built in the Garden State Park development joined the effort, saying they would have never purchased their condominiums if they knew a full-time fire station would be at the foot of their balconies.
The fire department's point that the 3rd Avenue property was designated for a firehouse back in 2002 didn't hold any weight with neighbors, who claimed no one bothered to inform them until some residents received a planning board notice in the mail in February.
Outraged neighbors argued they had been told for years the wooded property would remain open space to buffer their homes from the Garden State Park development, a 240-acre retail and residential project under construction at Route 70, Haddonfield Road and Chapel Avenue. They worried a fire station would bring noise, bright lights and speeding fire trucks and ambulances to their neighborhood. They also asserted the proposed fire station would access directly onto a residential street when virtually all other Cherry Hill fire stations have direct access onto a state highway or county road.
"We've always said we have nothing against the fire department," said Tony Faiola, president of the Woodland Civic Association. "We just didn't want the station there."
The department has sent letters to Turnberry Cherry Hill LLC, M&M Properties and D.R. Horton Inc., the three major developers behind the Garden State Park project, Giorgio said. Fire officials hope to meet with all the companies at the same time and persuade them -- particularly D.R. Horton -- to give the department property along Chapel Avenue near where D.R. Horton's sales office for the 55-and-older condominiums now stands. For fire department purposes, that site is the only other option in the development, Giorgio said.
So far, no meeting date has been set.
The project's costs will increase if the department is forced to purchase property outside the Garden State Park development, the fire chief said. Costs for the new fire station were included in a $13 million bond township voters approved in December 2006. At the time, the department told voters they wouldn't see another fire facilities bond for decades. The department intends to keep its promise, Giorgio said.
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