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Whistle-blower suit on track

By RICHARD PEARSALL
Courier-Post Staff 
A lawsuit filed by a Cherry Hill employee who says she was fired because she refused to play patronage games will be allowed to proceed.
Superior Court Judge Michael Kassell, ruling on procedural matters Friday, cleared the way for depositions to begin within a month on charges by Deborah Sanders, a former staff attorney for Cherry Hill Township, that she was fired for refusing to concoct justifications for patronage hires in the township already decided on by Democratic leaders at the county level.
Kassell rejected a motion for dismissal filed by Cherry Hill on grounds that the law in question, the Conscientious Employee Protection Act, does not allow for suits against township leaders, only the township itself.
Sanders is suing Mayor Bernie Platt, former township solicitor Lisa Kmiec, Council President Steven Polansky and business administrator Maris Kukainis, as well as the township.
But Kassell agreed with the township that Sanders should not be allowed to file her complaint simultaneously under both CEPA and a common law assertion of "wrongful discharge" without a more detailed assertion of alleged injuries.
"If she has a whistle-blower claim, let her make it," William Tambussi, the attorney for Cherry Hill said, "but let's not have a fishing expedition."
Katherine Hartman, the attorney for Sanders, said following the hearing before Kassell that she is pleased with the results.
"Discovery will proceed," she said, referring to the depositions she will now take from township officials. "And if we need to amend the complaint later (to include assertions of wrongful discharge under common law) we will."
Tambussi also expressed satisfaction with the outcome of the hearing.
"The township has nothing to hide," Tambussi said. "She has made some serious allegations."
Sanders contends that she fell out of favor and was fired after she declined to provide a legal rationale for no-bid contracts awarded to politically favored professionals.
Sanders' position was eliminated as part of a broader cost-saving initiative, Tambussi said Friday.
"She wanted more in the way of severance than the township offered," he said.
"That's what this is really about."
Sanders counters in her lawsuit she was singled out for firing despite excellent performance reviews.
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