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Cherry Hill Council President David Fleisher said he would urge Mayor Bernie Platt to begin disclosing more fully when he is on an extended vacation.

Fleisher's comments followed a Courier-Post report Tuesday examining Platt's role in the township's handling of snow removal during blizzards that hit the region in early February.

Last week, Platt's chief of staff Dan Keashen lied about the mayor's whereabouts, then lied by saying the mayor was on a snow plow and followed that with another lie that Platt only spent two weeks in Florida.

He later said he "misspoke."

It turned out that Platt was in Florida on a monthlong vacation -- something he also did in 2003 when costly weather emergencies hit Cherry Hill. Platt said he's done this for at least 15 years.

"I'm open to any feasible options that ensure transparency," said Fleisher, about requiring the mayor to publicly disclose his whereabouts.

Keashen, along with township business administrator Maris Kukainis and Steve Musilli, head of the Department of Public Works, on Monday described how Platt kept in constant communication with them throughout the storm. They stressed that Platt exercised his authority as mayor over the phone, so that even when the mayor is in his Boynton Beach, Fla., home, his "presence" remains in Cherry Hill.

Platt, who earns $65,000, but is entitled to $73,000 a year, does not use e-mail or a township-issued PDA or cell phone. He said he conducts his township business on his personal cell and home phones while he's in Florida.

The mayor would not disclose his phone numbers to the press, citing personal privacy, but said he would eventually make records that detail his calls to officials and department heads available to the Courier-Post.

Council Vice President Sara Lipsett on Tuesday described the February arrangement as "never ideal," and said she would encourage Platt to make his phone records available.

Platt acknowledged that the appearance of a lack of transparency in town hall was a "fair characterization," adding that he was "open" to disclosing his appointments of an acting mayor more publicly in the future.

Kukainis has been appointed acting mayor during Platt's monthlong absences in the past. Kukainis also did not return phone calls or e-mails seeking comment.

Kukainis, a former insurance executive, earns $125,000 a year.

Fleisher said he would consider proposing an ordinance if necessary, and that Cherry Hill officials should consider letting residents know via the township's Web site when an acting mayor is in charge.

Though insisting that administrative staff and department heads guaranteed that the town runs smoothly even during a crisis when Platt is away, council president Fleisher conceded, "I do find a monthlong vacation ill-advised. Despite his continuous contact with town hall, you can't avoid that perception with him away."

Councilman Jim Bannar, meanwhile, said the mayor is entitled to vacation, but that the township should be more transparent in disclosing when he's gone and who's in charge.

Council members John Amato, Dennis Garbowski, Susan Shin-Angulo and Jacquelene Silver have not responded to requests for comment for the past two days about their knowledge of Platt's whereabouts, who was running the township in his absence and Keashen's misrepresentation of the matter.

On Monday, area Republicans called Platt's absence 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."

As for Keashen's lies to the Courier-Post, Fleisher said: "He made a mistake and he took responsibility for it. I believe Dan is one of the brightest and hardest-working people in government."

Fleisher said that he spoke with Keashen on Tuesday morning to discuss "feedback" the township had received on the revelations.

Keashen, who will make $80,000 this year -- up from $65,096 last year after a promotion, often facilitates media requests directed at council, and an e-mail function on the town's Web site automatically copies him. Keashen serves as a gatekeeper for information from the township.

In an afternoon interview, Platt said that "to the best of my knowledge" the township did not receive a single phone call from a resident about the report. At least one local news station, FOX 29, sent a reporter to the township to inquire about the report.

"We had a conversation today and Dan understands that he made an error in judgment. He said it won't happen again," Platt said. "I said I want a face-to-face conversation with him when I get back. I don't like to do this sort of thing over the phone."

As for whether the incident with Keashen would make it more difficult for the media to take the township at its word, Platt said, "Dan is the spokesman for the township, and anything more that has to be said will come from him. Any statements coming from the township come from Dan."

Platt said reporters could try to contact him through his office, which is run by Keashen.

When asked if reporters could attempt to reach the mayor through any of his other staffers, Platt said, "At this time, there's no one else."
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