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CHERRY HILL — Council members approved a revised budget Monday night for fiscal year 2010 of $63.9 million, reflecting a $600,000 increase.

Also at Monday's meeting, officials lauded the township's snow-removal efforts and Mayor Bernie Platt said a top aide who was caught in a lie "deserves an opportunity to redeem himself."

The depressed economy was the main reason behind the budget change, officials said. Historically low interest rates forced the township to halve $500,000 in anticipated investments and deposit revenue. Fees tied to the sluggish construction industry also are down, from nearly $1.3 million to $900,000.

The amount to be raised by taxes was revised slightly upward to almost $39 million.
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Debra Campbell, the town's chief financial officer, said she did not yet know if a previously forecast three-cent tax cut is still in effect.

She blamed this winter's massive snowstorms for the largest budget increase. In the "Public Safety Functions" section, a line item for "other expenses" more than doubled, from $225,630 to $560,630.

Business administrator Maris Kukainis congratulated municipal employees for their handling of the severe storms, which closed schools and local government offices. Kukainis was acting mayor during the back-to-back storms that hit the township in February.

Platt was in Florida for his annual monthlong vacation in February. The mayor's top aide, Dan Keashen, lied when asked about Platt's whereabouts during the storm and said he was in Cherry Hill. Keashen later said he misspoke.

Accompanied by huge charts that outlined the chain of command of municipal operations during the storms, Platt took the podium to address the matter.

"First and foremost, good governing depends on a skilled and competent team," Platt said. "In this day and age, it is important for any mayor to surround themselves with competent individuals."

Platt said he maintained constant contact throughout the storms, during which crews here removed 7.4 million cubic yards of snow and cleared more than 100 downed trees.

"The bottom line is Cherry Hill services were operating at a high level because of the system I put in place as mayor," he said, before moving on to the center of the PR storm.

Keashen "told a reporter I was in Cherry Hill when I was not," Platt observed. "We have discussed this issue in great detail. I have decided he deserves an opportunity to redeem himself."

Councilman N. John Amato said, "Our support is with Dan because Dan is the voice of Cherry Hill.

"If you want to be political, call it a lie," Amato said. "I have to agree he misspoke."

Platt announced that from now on, a notice on the township Web site will announce when the mayor leaves the state for longer than a week. The notice also will identify the acting mayor.

During a series of interviews following Keashen's admission that he lied, township officials failed to disclose that township attorney Sherri Schweitzer had also been tapped as acting mayor for at least three days in February.

Platt said he hoped to turn the conversation back to the most pressing issue Cherry Hill faces, the economy. The mayor said he will host an April 6 town hall meeting on municipal finances at the Cherry Hill Public Library.

He then went on to issue proclamations praising the Department of Public Works and the township's first responders for their work during the storms.

Also honored was township resident Jamie Schmidt Sr., 36, who with his son rescued two teenagers who fell through the ice on Columbia Lake on Feb. 20.

Platt wasn't entirely successful in changing the topic.

Phil Guerrieri, a Republican who has run unsuccessfully for public office here several times, stood up to lambaste the handling of Keashen's comments.

"His statement was not a misstatement. It was a lie, and when you're in public service, lies cost you your job," he said.

Guerrieri also addressed council members.

"You all ran in different directions because we had a chief of staff that lied, and that lie should perhaps cost him his job," Guerrieri said.

Reach Jane Roh at (856) 486-2919 or jroh@gannett.com
