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CHERRY HILL — For the second time in his tenure as Cherry Hill mayor, Bernie Platt has been in his Florida vacation home during an emergency-level snowstorm.

When asked about the mayor's whereabouts, a top aide to the mayor lied and said Platt was in town.

When first asked about Platt's whereabouts last Thursday, Chief of Staff Dan Keashen said that the mayor only took two weeks of paid vacation each February. Keashen added that Platt had been "around" throughout the storm, for which Gov. Chris Christie declared a state of emergency.

Keashen also said that Platt had been on ride-alongs with Department of Public Works vehicles to 
monitor snow removal.

Keashen later called to apologize and say that he "misspoke." He admitted he knew that Platt was more 
than 1,000 miles away the whole time in Boynton Beach, Fla., where the high temperature in February 
hovers around the mid-70s.

In series of interviews coordinated by the township on Monday, officials sought to explain how the 
township is run during the mayor's annual monthlong vacation. Platt, who has been mayor since 2003, said he's been going on vacations to Florida for the past 15 years. Platt is entitled to make $73,000 a year, but takes a salary of $65,000. The amount of vacation time he takes is at his discretion.

Platt said officials were under no orders to conceal his whereabouts, and that when Keashen lied about 
his boss's whereabouts "he was acting on his own."

"I have complete confidence in Dan. He's probably one of the best chiefs of staff that I've had," Platt 
added.

In 2003, Cherry Hill was walloped by snowstorms in February. Platt had been in office less than four 
months when the Courier-Post reported that he was in his vacation home. Then-police Chief Brian Malloy 
was appointed acting mayor on the day Platt left.

Township officials said Platt is in constant communication with them and that it was especially true during the snowstorms. But Platt does not have a township-owned cell phone and he does not e-mail. Officials said they would make his personal cell phone and vacation home phone records available when his bills came due.


"Everybody knows I take the month of February and I go away," Platt said. "But it's really not time off because I'm working while I'm here."

He and Keashen stated repeatedly that while he was physically not in the township this month, "his presence" was.

Platt said he did not debate returning to the township despite warnings of paralyzing amounts of snow. Treacherous conditions shut down schools and municipal buildings in the area for days. The township has already exceeded its $400,000 snow removal budget by at least $43,000.

"I don't know how to emphasize more to you that this is not a vacation," said Platt, who asserts he was 
working the entire time.

Platt said he participated via speaker phone in morning meetings throughout the storm, and that he checked in with Public Works Director Steve Musilli. Officials said they did not immediately have documents orroborating those claims but would make them available.

Though the township denies it keeps Platt's whereabouts secret, it has not publicly disclosed to residents that business administrator Maris Kukainis is acting mayor this month, which has been the case every February that Kukainis has been with the township.

Area Republicans called the revelation the worst-kept secret in Cherry Hill.

"It begs the question again of who's running the town," said Richard Ambrosino, chairman of the Cherry Hill Republican Committee. "I don't know Dan and I don't know his qualifications but I didn't vote for him or for Maris."

Kukainis makes $125,000 a year and Keashen makes $80,000 a year.

Ambrosino said he was especially perplexed at Platt's refusal to return to the township after a state of emergency had been declared.

"He had every opportunity to come back and he just chose not to," Ambrosino said.

Some residents said they were surprised to learn that Kukainis is now their acting mayor.

Nancy Vanderslice, who voted for Platt, said that the township should disclose when an acting mayor takes charge.

But, she added, "I still feel the township did a really nice job during the snowstorms and the cleanup."

The news seemed to reinforce suspicions among more jaded residents.

"It bothers me somewhat but I'm not surprised," said Debbie Koffer.

She agreed that the township should disclose when Platt was away and an acting mayor was appointed.

"I'm sure every mayor goes on vacation," said Greg Murray, who seemed to take the news in stride. He 
agreed, however, that the township should be more forthright going forward.

Neighborhood activists were split on the revelations.

"I'm not so sure that they have to disclose everything. As long as business is being handled and there's no serious problems I don't see anything wrong with this," said Bill McCargo, president of the township's African American Civic Association.

"I think it's ridiculous," said Susanne Bromke. "I know Cherry Hill is much smaller than Philadelphia, but can you imagine the outcry if Mayor Nutter had been in Florida the whole month of February? They would have called to tell him not to come back."

Bromke, who is president of the Erlton South Civic Association, said she was speaking for herself and 
not the association.

Platt said he intended to remain in Florida for the rest of the month as planned, despite the criticism. 
He will also be missing a key opportunity to lobby Gov. Chris Christie and lawmakers in Trenton on 
Wednesday. The League of Municipalities, which sponsors the annual Mayor's Legislative Day, said 
Platt has never attended the event.

In a January interview, Platt said municipal aid cuts and Council on Affordable Housing Authority regulations were two of the biggest challenges the township faces this year. Mike Darcy, assistant executive director of the League of Municipalities, said COAH and municipal aid were topping Wednesday's agenda.

Platt said he had never attended the conference and did not know when it was being held this year.  When told that it was on Wednesday, he said there was never any discussion about sending a representative from the township but that "we can still do that, no problem."

In a separate joint interview, Kukainis and Keashen said they began debating last week whether to send a township official to Trenton on Wednesday, and would probably settle on who will go by today.

Officials stressed that Platt's staff of professionals were well-equipped and qualified to keep the town running in the mayor's absence. They repeatedly insisted that cell phone technology enabled the mayor to perform all his required duties remotely.

But Keashen admitted that it wasn't just the optics of the arrangement that were problematic.

"This is not an ideal situation," he said.
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