July 7, 2009
After Saccomanno fraud conviction, Cherry Hill alters permit process

By ADAM SMELTZ
Courier-Post Staff 
Reforms in code enforcement in Cherry Hill are expected to help the township save money and streamline services, a spokesman for the township said Monday.
"We have re-engineered the entire department," said township spokesman Dan Keashen.
Keashen said the changes have created a "one-stop shop" that can handle zoning applications, property-maintenance requests, building permits and other code enforcement -- functions that before had been split before among different entities.
The township in March cut its contract with Building Inspection Underwriters Inc., a Pennsylvania-based firm that Cherry Hill paid about $255,000 a year to handle electrical, plumbing and elevator inspections. Federal prosecutors that month accused former BIU President Russell B. McLaughlin Jr. and former township code-enforcement head Anthony Saccomanno of engaging in a play-to-pay scheme.
Saccomanno, accused of taking bribes in exchange for sending township business toward BIU, pleaded guilty to the charge. McLaughlin also pleaded guilty pleas to the charge and he and Saccomanno are scheduled for sentencing.
Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt has since called for a state board to revoke Saccomanno's pension benefits.
In the aftermath, Keashen said, the township has conducted a thorough audit of its Department of Code Enforcement and Inspection, which Saccomanno led until December. Keashen said the township received help from the state Department of Community Affairs in the audit.
Cherry Hill leaders concluded that bringing on board in-house workers to handle electrical, elevator and plumbing inspections would be most effective, Keashen said. The township has now hired two part-time and two-full-time workers to handle the responsibilities that had been BIU's.
Together, the four workers cost the township about the same amount that it was paying BIU, Keashen said.
But the new approach means that residents and business owners should have more convenience, visiting only one office -- instead of two -- for zoning and code approvals, township Council President Steve Polansky.
"In the future, if this works out successfully, we can look at whether complete consolidation of the two departments (community development and code enforcement) makes sense," Polansky said.
He and Keashen said the move also will create cost benefits, allowing the township tighter and more direct control over staffing and expenses. The township also could bring in additional revenue by selling its inspection services to other towns, Keashen said.
He said the semi-combined departments together will spend about $120,000 less than they did last year, largely because new construction and demand for permits and inspections have dropped off dramatically.
Councilman David Fleisher applauded the reforms.
"I think it's much more user-friendly, and any efficiencies that we're able to recognize, especially in this environment, is a good thing," Fleisher said. "This is the type of streamlining that we need to apply to virtually every department at Town Hall."
Reach Adam Smeltz at (856) 486-2919 or asmeltz@gannett.com.
