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2 towns explore shared services
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Cherry Hill and Merchantville, faced with a drop in state aid and ever-higher operating expenses, are weighing whether to merge their public works departments into a single unit.
The plan is to conduct a $22,000 feasibility study and see how a consolidation could work and how much money it could save, Cherry Hill spokesman Dan Keashen said. Cherry Hill and Merchantville council members have agreed in recent weeks to apply for a $20,000 state grant that would help fund the study.
"We're just looking into our options, basically, to see how we may be able to keep the tax rate down in town while providing the same, if not better, service to our residents," said Merchantville Councilman Ted Brennan.
In Cherry Hill, officials are "wide open for any type of shared-services agreement" with Merchantville, Keashen said.
"We've always had an open call for reasonable shared-service agreements with all of our neighbors," he said.
Cherry Hill and Merchantville leaders have lamented their financial straits and tried to contain expenses as the 2010 budget-planning cycle approaches. State aid for Cherry Hill is expected to decline by more than $200,000 for the 2010 fiscal year; in Merchantville, state aid is targeted for a $14,000 cut under Gov. Jon S. Corzine's tentative budget.
Cherry Hill and Merchantville already share fueling stations for government vehicles. That year-old arrangement set the foundation for more discussion about potential cooperation, Keashen said.
The communities also have cooperated informally on stump removal, street sweeping and sewer cleaning, Keashen said. "In that respect, we already were kind of doing some of this (service sharing) on a piecemeal basis," he said.
Merchantville, with an estimated population of about 4,000, is a fraction of the size of Cherry Hill, which is home to more than 71,000 people. Cherry Hill counts 69 workers in its public works department, responsible for trash collection, snow removal and other functions.
In Merchantville, the public works staff includes at least five workers, said Howard Wells, president of Teamsters Local 676. The collective bargaining unit represents public workers-employees in both municipalities.
Wells said he had not heard from either town about the consolidation talks. Such efforts to combine departments, he said, can mean job cuts in the management and supervisory ranks, but not as often for lower-ranking workers.
"I can't see it affecting us that much," Wells said of Teamsters-represented workers. ". . . The public works departments still have to service the people."
Brennan didn't know what a consolidation of public works departments could mean in terms of job losses.
"If we're going to save $2,000 a year, I don't know if that would make sense for us," Brennan said. "We're looking for significant savings."
Taxpayers in both communities have seen municipal-tax increases in recent years. Cherry Hill property owners have seen double-digit property-tax increases this year. In Merchantville, officials have long tried to hold annual increases to the 3 percent range, Mayor Frank North said.
North said Merchantville also has tried to streamline operations by establishing an agreement with Pennsauken for ambulance services.
"We're looking at everything we can to try to stay afloat," North said. He said the public works department, with an annual budget in the $500,000 range, is among the biggest expenses for the municipality.
If Merchantville is able to merge trash collection and other services with another town, North said, "maybe I could even sell (our garbage) trucks."
For Cherry Hill, expanding public works services to Merchantville would amount to a 5 percent increase in the number of households the township serves, Keashen said.
He said the township could stand to gain from efficiencies of scale and "a new stream of revenue."
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