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After revelations that a township spokesman lied about Mayor Bernie Platt's absence this month, including during twin snow emergencies, officials acknowledged Thursday that the acting mayor was also on vacation for three days last week.
On Thursday, Council President David Fleisher confirmed that business administrator and acting mayor Maris Kukainis was gone for at least three days last week and yet another unelected official was acting in Platt's stead.

"I was told verbally and it went smoothly according to the guidelines as I understood them. I was aware and in the loop," Fleisher said.

Reached at his Boynton Beach, Fla., home on Thursday, Platt, who will be out of town through Monday, was asked why he and other officials did not reveal that a second official was acting mayor last week.

"The question never came up," Platt said.

Earlier this week, Fleisher called on Platt to be more forthcoming about the mayor's annual monthlong vacation to Florida. Throughout this week, Cherry Hill administrators have maintained that spokesman Dan Keashen's lie about the mayor's whereabouts was a minor mistake that would not happen again. On Wednesday, in a display of openness, they invited media to attend a meeting conducted via speakerphone with Platt to show how well township activities are run even with Platt out of town.

Despite being questioned throughout the week about who runs Cherry Hill when Platt is away, neither Fleisher, Platt nor Keashen disclosed that acting mayor Kukainis had also taken a vacation and that under a succession order, township solicitor Sherri Schweitzer was tapped to be acting mayor.

During an interview on Monday, in which he attempted to explain his role, Kukainis failed to mentioned that for a time the previous week, he had ceded his duties to another township employee.

On not informing the public of the second acting mayor, Platt said, "I didn't think it mattered at that point."

He acknowledged the entire matter was "a slip-up on our side," and added that "it will never happen again."

He pledged to order employees to send out a notice to residents when an acting mayor is put in charge of the township.

Kukainis did not return calls for comment on Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday, and Schweitzer did not return a call for comment on Thursday. Council members John Amato, Dennis Garbowski, Susan Shin-Angulo and Jacquelene Silver have refused to comment on the matter all week -- even in light of the local Republican party calling for Keashen's resignation.

Last week, chief of staff Keashen lied to the Courier-Post about the mayor's whereabouts during an early February snowstorm, then lied by saying the mayor was on a snowplow and followed that with another lie that Platt only spent two weeks in Florida.

Keashen later said he "misspoke."

The truth was Platt was more than 1,000 miles away in Florida on a monthlong vacation -- something he did in 2003 when costly snowstorms also hit Cherry Hill.

Both Platt and Fleisher continued to say Thursday that they support keeping Keashen in his role as the mayor's chief of staff and city spokesman.

"I have nothing further to add," Fleisher said.

Keashen acts as Platt's spokesman and is, according to the mayor, the "voice of the township."

There's a widely shared expectation that most government spokesmen withhold some information from the public, said Roy Peter Clark, a senior scholar at the Poynter Institute, which specializes in journalism and ethics.

"One of the things I would say there is that if I don't tell you something that I should tell you, that may be a sin," Clark said. "But if I tell you something knowing that it's not true, especially when that information involves the public interest, that is a mortal sin."

"It's one of the primary jobs of the journalist to hold people in power accountable," Clark said, explaining that government spokesmen have a higher ethical duty than their corporate counterparts.

The township has now said that Platt was in constant telephone communication during the storms. Platt does not e-mail and communicates only via a personal cell phone, the number of which he refuses to share with reporters.

The township on Wednesday said it would provide the Courier-Post call sheets tracking times the mayor was in cell communication. During a follow-up call on Thursday, the township said the call sheets would be provided today.
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