Cherry Hill mayor outlines plans for Route 70

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff


CHERRY HILL

Mayor Bernie Platt announced a wide-reaching plan Monday to transform Route 70 into a landscaped, pedestrian-friendly thoroughfare reflective of this affluent suburb.

The proposed changes include paved walkways, decorative lighting and a canopy of 1,000 trees lining the state highway from Bishop Eustace Prep School at the Pennsauken border to the township's boundary with Marlton.

The vision also involves a controversial aspect -- widening Route 70 to three lanes in either direction for the entire 8.3-mile stretch in Cherry Hill.

The plan presented Monday to the Courier-Post editorial board was crafted by a 15-member citizen task force Platt organized in January to study the state highway and recommend improvements to the bleak, congested roadway that exists today.

The township sent the report to the state Department of Transportation last week for its consideration. The DOT hasn't been invited to attend any of the task force meetings.

The DOT has yet to receive the report, but is aware of it and will review it promptly once it arrives, said spokesman Tim Greeley.

"They are on a five-year plan as I understand so this isn't going to happen tomorrow and it's not going to happen next year," Platt said. "But maybe we'll plant the seed so it happens in a few years."

The mayor estimated the township's ambitious Route 70 proposal could cost a "couple hundred million dollars" if Cherry Hill gets everything it wants, including synchronized traffic lights, plenty of stacking lanes for left-hand turns and all utility lines buried underground.

"It won't do anything to taxes in Cherry Hill because it's a state project," Platt said.

If the state doesn't come through, the township would likely have to reconsider the proposal because of the sheer enormity of the cost, the mayor said.

Much of Route 70 in Cherry Hill is already three lanes in both directions. Therefore, the widening would mainly affect three neighborhoods: Erlton, Barclay Farm and Wexford Leas, where the road is limited to two lanes both ways.

The widening would be accomplished not by expanding into property along the highway, but by narrowing the traffic lanes and the median strip.

The task force is insistent the project won't begin and end with widening at the exclusion of all the other desired improvements, said Bob Saldutti, the group's chairman and a township resident.

"This is not a road project. This is a centerpiece for our town," he said. "We don't want an Admiral Wilson Boulevard. We want a managed roadway."

The township now plans to take the proposal out into the community and present it to civic organizations, church groups, swim clubs, athletic organizations and anyone else who's interested, Saldutti said.

It will be a hard sell in some quarters.

When word of the plan leaked out into the township this spring, the Erlton South Civic Association conducted a special meeting and overwhelmingly voted against it, primarily because of the widening component. The Erlton North civic group reacted similarly in a meeting shortly thereafter.

The Erlton residents argue expanding Route 70, which gets about 60,000 vehicles a day, would destroy neighborhoods along the state highway. They say it would also attract more motorists who are looking to pass through Cherry Hill as quickly as they can.

"This task force was a charade," said Phil Guerrieri, a task force member and president of the Erlton South Civic Association. He is running against Platt in this November's mayoral election in large part because of the mayor's stance on Route 70.

"He's dictating to us rather than listening to us," Guerrieri said.

However, other task force members fully support the plan.

"We have to move the traffic through the township more expeditiously than what it's moving at now, which is sometimes not at all," said Art Campbell, president and CEO of the Cherry Hill Regional Chamber of Commerce.

"Our biggest concern," Campbell said of the businesses along Route 70, "is the state and DOT don't make three lanes and then stop. We want all the other improvements. The task force is in sync with that as well."
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