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Bribery accusations lead Cherry Hill to end contract with firm

By ADAM SMELTZ
Courier-Post Staff 
The township has severed ties with a business accused of bribing a township official and will search for new contractors to handle plumbing, electrical and elevator inspections, a township spokesman said Wednesday.
The former contractor responsible for those inspections, Building Inspection Underwriters Inc., held an active township contract as recently as Monday, the township said.
But Mayor Bernie Platt terminated the contract on Tuesday and has sought help from the state in assessing the township Department of Code Enforcement and Inspections, Platt spokesman Dan Keashen said.
He said Platt decided to cancel the BIU contract after consulting the township's legal department because "the company's integrity has been compromised." Keashen also said BIU will be barred from doing any more business with the township.
Federal authorities on Tuesday brought bribery charges against company President Russell B. McLaughlin Jr., 56, of Chalfont, Pa., and Anthony Saccomanno, 66, who led the township inspections department.
Saccomanno accepted some $9,500 and other gifts from the company between July 2007 and December 2008, according to a federal complaint signed by Assistant U.S. Attorney Joshua Drew.
In exchange, Saccomanno steered township contracts toward Pennsylvania-based BIU, authorities alleged. The company was the designated contractor handling electrical, plumbing and electrical inspections for the township -- a position that generated $240,000 in revenue last year, according to the complaint.
Saccomanno retired in December from his full-time township job as director of code enforcement and inspections. On Tuesday, Keashen said that BIU had not received a contract to handle township business in 2009.
But in response to inquiries on Wednesday, Keashen said that BIU had continued to perform inspections on a month-to-month basis early in the year -- until Tuesday.
He said the township had been planning to seek new bidders for the inspection work anyway, because the BIU contract was up.
Effective immediately, Keashen said BIU will conduct no more inspections for the township. He said the township will re-evaluate the bidding process that it uses for such contracts and will seek new bids for the inspection services.
The township will rely on neighboring municipalities to provide help with inspections until a new contractor is lined up, Keashen said. He said the administration wants "to makes sure that all corrective action is taken . . . so that people can trust that the government" is executing core services.
As part of that, Keashen said, Platt asked the state Department of Community Affairs to help review the situation.
"We went to the state because the allegations are so serious," Keashen said. "Because they're so serious, we wanted an independent eye -- an objective, unbiased, independent eye to go over every inch of the office."
DCA spokesman Chris Donnelly said the township reached out to the state agency. He said the township wanted advice "on how to perform the tasks that were being done" by the accused contractor, BIU.
"Staff will be meeting with Cherry Hill officials in the near future to gather information, provide advice and ensure that inspections and other duties under the Uniform Construction Code are still being carried out," Donnelly wrote in an e-mail message.
Saccomanno also worked as a construction official in Berlin Borough until his retirement within the past several months, borough Administrator Charleen Santora said.
She said borough leaders there were surprised by the allegations against Saccomanno in Cherry Hill. He has already waived his right to a preliminary hearing.
"This is a shock to us, just as it is -- I'm sure -- to a lot of people," Santora said.
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