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CAMDEN — For mayors across the state, help from Trenton seems a bit far off. But in Camden County, help from a higher authority could be coming sooner.

Freeholders Ed McDonnell and Ian Leonard have drawn up a plan to assign about five of the county's 37 municipalities to each member of the board. Each freeholder would automatically be tasked with their hometown, too.

"We're looking to develop stronger working relationships with the mayors," McDonnell said. "We have come to think that our relationships with our mayors are not as good as they ought to be."

According to a rough draft of the plan, McDonnell would become the board liaison for Pennsauken, where he lives; along with Pine Hill, Barrington, Audubon and Magnolia.

McDonnell said he expects to introduce the plan at the freeholders' Aug. 17 caucus meeting. All freeholders are reportedly in favor of the plan.

Gloucester Township Mayor Dave Mayer said the plan "goes a long way toward bringing government at all levels together."

Mayer is among a number of municipal executives frustrated with the state's hard-line approach to budgeting.

"We could put caps on whatever you want to put caps on," said Mayer, a former Assembly Democrat. "But at the end of the day, if we really want property tax reform, we need to start looking at shared services and consolidation. This is the first step in doing that."

"There's no question that when there's expanded dialogue on these issues -- and especially accurate dialogue -- that everybody benefits," said Dan Keashen, chief of staff to Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt.

But more meetings don't necessarily spell more progress, warned Chesilhurst Mayor Michael Blunt.

"We're not in the same position other communities are. We are 100 percent Pinelands and have specific issues and specific needs that other municipalities do not have."

"I don't know if we need to create another task force saying we need money," Blunt added. "I can tell you right now we need money. All the other towns will tell you we need money."

Camden County's municipalities here run the gamut with older cities such as Camden, sprawling suburbs such as Cherry Hill and tiny towns like Audubon Park. Budget shortfalls are forcing towns to seek more shared services, county officials said, but not all towns are aware of what's available to them or the quickest way to reach agreements.

Mayors would meet with assigned freeholders "every other month or quarter," in groups or individually.

Meeting regularly could grease the wheels for a new program in which the county plays an advisory role in multitown arrangements -- including mergers.

"You'll hear things like "shared services,' which is, "We'll take what you do and we'll do it instead.' This is not that," said McDonnell. "Where we can make a contribution is to be a facilitator."

McDonnell and county Administrator Ross Angilella said that, to start, Camden County will encourage a shared municipal court system, which would reduce personnel, the No. 1 cost driver in the state. Towns also stand to shed fire and building inspectors.

Asked about a petition drive in Merchantville to merge with Cherry Hill, McDonnell said, "I think it's a great idea," adding he was referring to mergers in general.

"We don't want Merchantville eliminated," McDonnell explained. "But we could come up with a consolidation plan that didn't do that. If the entire government was run out of Cherry Hill, but that section would still be called Merchantville, that's probably one way you can sell these mergers."

Merchantville's council recently agreed to commission a study on the matter, following a petition drive by parents who want their children sent to Cherry Hill's highly rated schools instead of the Pennsauken district.
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