

March 4, 2009
Ex-Cherry Hill official accused of taking bribes

By ADAM SMELTZ
Courier-Post Staff 
The last payment came in a bank envelope, $5,000 in cash delivered after a lunch in Cherry Hill, according to court documents.
It was one of several alleged transactions between Anthony Saccomanno, once a key Cherry Hill township official, and employees of a Pennsylvania firm that paid its way into municipal contracts, federal authorities said. Secretly recorded conversations detail the deal-making, officials assert.
Saccomanno is accused of taking some $9,500 from the firm, Building Inspection Underwriters Inc., between July 2007 and December 2008, in return for township contracts, according to the U.S. Attorney's Office. The company did about $240,000 in business last year in Cherry Hill, where it handled electrical, plumbing and and elevator inspections, authorities said.
On Tuesday, federal authorities brought bribery charges against Saccomanno, 66, and BIU President Russell B. McLaughlin Jr., 56, of Chalfont, Pa.
Convictions could mean prison sentences as long as 10 years apiece and fines as high as $250,000.
Assistant U.S. Attorney Joshua Drew referred questions to a spokesman, Greg Reinert. He would not say how the investigation began or if it is still under way.
Township Mayor Bernie Platt is "outraged and disappointed by the allegations," said Platt spokesman Dan Keashen. He said Platt had not been aware of the investigation into Saccomanno, a 31-year township employee.
According to federal complaints, an unnamed BIU vice president became a "cooperating witness" who helped investigators and recorded conversations.
In a conversation recorded in July 2007, authorities allege, Saccomanno said he had taken annual payments of $2,000 from a former BIU employee. Saccomanno then indicated he wanted a cash payment of $2,500, according to the federal complaint.
Officials say McLaughlin, the BIU president, discussed the scheme in an August 2007 conversation with the cooperating witness.
"I think we're pushed into a situation where we have to act," McLaughlin is quoted as saying. ". . . I don't know what else we can do. . . . The problem is, it's gonna cost more not to do it."
Authorities contend BIU also paid Saccomanno's personal expenses at conferences in Nevada and at Atlantic City casinos.
In a September 2007 conversation, authorities allege, the cooperating witness and Saccomanno discussed the pending $2,500 payment.
"We'll talk more about that later, though, in Vegas," the witness said, according to authorities.
Saccomanno's alleged response: "Yeah. Just bring your credit cards."
And in November 2008, authorities allege, Saccomanno told McLaughlin that he would need an additional payment to help eliminate a competing bid, the complaint alleges.
"I've gotta involve other people" to get the rival bid tossed, Saccomanno is quoted as saying. On Dec. 9, the envelope holding $5,000 represented that payment, authorities allege.
Saccomanno's job title was director of code enforcement and inspections. In that role, he could "ensure that a particular third-party inspector was either selected or eliminated from consideration," according to a complaint.
He retired from his full-time job in January and cited health reasons, said his attorney Jeffrey C. Zucker. He then took a part-time role with the township but retired from that job on Friday, Zucker said.
Zucker said Saccomanno acted on a doctor's recommendation, but he did not identify Saccomanno's ailment.
The township council in February 2008 authorized a retirement package for Saccomanno, who at the time was making $113,502 a year. He agreed to retire Dec. 31.
Platt in February said that Saccomanno had brought "integrity and intelligence" to the township.
At a federal court hearing in Camden on Tuesday, Saccomanno appeared calm before U.S. District Judge Joel Schneider.
The judge released each man on $50,000 unsecured bail pending later court dates.
Zucker said Saccomanno would not speak with a reporter.
He said he first saw the federal complaint on Tuesday and was not sure yet how he and Saccomanno would proceed.
McLaughlin's attorney, F. Emmett Fitzpatrick III, declined to comment.
The cases mark the second time in less than a year that the township administration has faced allegations of wrongdoing. Former staff attorney Deborah Sanders said in July that some township appointees were chosen by the Camden County Democratic Party.
She has claimed in court that she lost her job because she refused to go along with patronage practices. Township officials have disputed her claims, saying her case is packed with "blatant lies."
Spokesman Keashen said Platt is not aware of any other investigations into township personnel. He noted BIU did not receive a township contract for 2009.
"There is no question that this is a serious complaint and that these actions are not tolerated -- and never will be tolerated -- under Mayor Platt's tenure in Cherry Hill," Keashen said.
Staff writer Jim Walsh contributed to this report. Reach Adam Smeltz at (856) 486-2919 or asmeltz@gannett.com
