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Petitions may bring open appointments to the table

By ADAM SMELTZ Courier-Post Staff 
CHERRY HILL - It's been a couple weeks since the township council agreed to broader transparency standards, and more than 2,000 Cherry Hill residents are asking the council to go a step farther.
The proposed open-appointments ordinance, advocated by the Cherry Hill Reform Committee, would mandate a strict, deliberate procedure for advertising open slots on the township's all-volunteer boards, commissions and advisory committees.

"It is important because it allows the maximum amount of participation by average citizens in their government," said supporter Joyce Alexander Walker, co-chairwoman of the nonpartisan Citizens' Campaign in Camden County. "Cherry Hill has very talented people who could provide a lot to our different committees and boards, and we would like to see as many people as part of this process as possible."

More than 50 people serve on 10 municipal boards, committees and commissions here, township spokesman Dan Keashen said. On the boards and committees mandated by the state, he said, about half the seats turn over each year.

The panels hold influence over the township library, development projects and zoning variances, among other roles. Mayor Bernie Platt appoints and the council ratifies each group's members, drawing from a general pool of applicants.

Township officials solicit applicants through what Keashen termed an open-enrollment-style process. Anyone can submit his or her credentials any time for general consideration, a point that the township advertises in quarterly newsletters and on its Web site.

"We haven't gotten a whole lot of volunteers," Keashen said. While he did not have exact numbers, he said, he estimated the application rate was "slim to none" over the past year.

Robert Shinn, the Reform Committee co-chairman, called the current approach to appointments "an inside-baseball process."

"It's no secret that most of the people who get appointed, especially to the more important boards and commissions, are political insiders," Shinn said. "And the decisions they make are extremely important to the future of the community."

For a more broad cross-section of resident involvement, he said, people "need to know when there are opportunities to participate in appointed positions."

The ordinance proposal would require the township to tell applicants when a position they're interested in is open and when it's filled. The township also would need to maintain, on the Web and at Town Hall, a register of appointed positions, including the expiration date of each appointee's term.

In addition, the municipal clerk would need to keep an updated list of all vacancies. Applications would be considered public records, according to the proposal.

Petitions supporting the measure and delivered to the administration last week include 2,049 signatures, Shinn said. That's more than 400 signatures beyond the threshold to get the matter on the Nov. 4 general-election ballot.

The township council can either enact the measure or put it before voters as a referendum item, according to state guidelines.

Mayor Bernie Platt said the township clerk is reviewing the petition signatures to verify their legitimacy. The clerk has until Aug. 20 to certify the petitions before the matter may go before the council.

In principle, Platt said, the municipality is "already doing what they are saying they want us to do.

"It's nothing we haven't been doing," Platt said, underscoring that the township already seeks resumes and applications through multiple media.

But, he said, the additional, nuanced requirements outlined in the Reform Committee measure could create more paperwork and more expenses for the township, already trying to pare back its costs. "Possibly, we could have to have another person" to handle the materials, Platt said.

An estimate of potential added costs was not immediately available this week. Keashen said some expenses would arise from development of a new Web site and user interface.

Some elements, such as expiration dates for appointees' terms, are accessible online already, he said. Users just have to run specific searches.

Keashen said the proposed changes could bog down township workers.

"That's not to say we don't agree with some of the things," he said. "We just believe that doing it in the most simplistic way possible" is best for taxpayers.

At least 11 other New Jersey municipalities have adopted ordinances similar to the proposal here, according to activists. In July, the Cherry Hill council adopted a variety of transparency-driven rules suggested by the Reform Committee. One, for instance, requires developers who seek zoning variances to disclose campaign contributions they made to township officials.

Reach Adam Smeltz at (856) 486-2919 or asmeltz@gannett.com.
