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CAMDEN — It's 11:30 a.m. in the glass-walled boardroom of the Delaware River Port Authority overlooking the Camden Waterfront.

People squirm in their seats, check their watches, flick their cell phones waiting for the 10 a.m. meeting to begin.

The public rarely attends DRPA board meetings, held on the 11th floor of One Port Center on the first Wednesday of the month.

When they do -- to protest a toll hike, lobby for better access to the Ben Franklin Bridge for bikers or demand minorities get their fair share of contracts from the cash-rich agency, for example -- it is generally a waiting game.

Related

· DRPA not so smug now
The real meeting starts around 9 a.m. behind closed doors.

Eight commissioners from New Jersey and eight commissioners from Pennsylvania gather in separate conference rooms to discuss agenda items in private. When deals are cut, they file into the boardroom for the public meeting, where they devour a two-inch agenda with remarkable speed.

Governors Chris Christie and Ed Rendell called for an end to the closed meetings last week among a series of sweeping reforms designed to restore public trust in the $300-million-a-year agency and to improve transparency.

"It's about time someone takes action," said Al Oswald, who commutes daily over the Walt Whitman Bridge on his way between Williamstown and Philadelphia. "Instead of wasting dollars, how about just doing the job of allowing the working person to go to work without overcharging them. I hope this evolution brings DRPA into reality, but I doubt it."

Created by Congress in 1951 to manage bi-state traffic over one bridge at the time, the Ben Franklin, and to build a second one, the Walt Whitman, and to promote international trade on the Delaware River, the DRPA has a long history of struggling to stick to its regional mission. A decision in 1992 allowing the agency to spend toll money on economic development projects paved the way for a decade of politically charged spending that nearly bankrupted the agency and enraged commuters.

The recent resignation of Michael Joyce, the DRPA's director of public safety, for misusing an E-ZPass transponder, again shed light on a public agency known for high salaries and special privileges.

Joyce's salary of $180,081, plus a $9,000-a-year car allowance, came with 100 toll-free bridge rides a year. His downfall came when he accepted a second free E-ZPass transponder from a former employee who did not need it. A rising star in the Camden County Democratic party, Joyce, of Pennsauken, also holds a part-time job with a Cherry Hill law firm that paid nearly $70,000 last year.

The governors responded to the events with a litany of reforms that would end car allowances, free bridge and PATCO Hi-Speedline rides, outside jobs for top management without board approval, nepotism and the private caucus tradition. They also called for better financial oversight and a salary review for senior managers.

Joyce's salary was among the highest in the region though responsibilities are substantially less than similar jobs at NJ Transit, New Jersey State Police and the Delaware River and Bay Authority.

Executive Director John J. Matheussen's salary is $219,474 a year, plus a $16,800 car allowance. Currently, he is working without a contract at the request of Christie, who is evaluating his management performance.

Sharon Schulman, director of the William J. Hughes Center for Public Policy at Richard Stockton College, said authorities in general are shadow governments that breed corruption because of a lack of accountability.

"The Port Authority has had a reputation as a patronage place for years. If the question is why clean it up now? The answer is Gov. Christie. He's going after just about everything. That puts Rendell in a position where he has no choice but to join him," Schulman said.

The DRPA has had closed caucus meetings for decades because it is bi-state and not governed by sunshine laws in either state.

Separate meetings are technically not in violation of federal law because it takes five votes from both states for a quorum. Aides shuttle between the two conference rooms hoping to reach consensus on pending resolutions.

"All government should be transparent and regulated by sunshine laws, particularly those with no other accountability. At least, legislators have to stand for re-election. DRPA commissioners are appointed, so there is no accountability," said Deborah Howlett, president of NJ Policy Perspective, a think tank that researches public policy issues.

Governors are not the only ones calling for reform.

Assemblyman Domenick DiCicco Jr., R-Gloucester, said a toll hike set to kick in next July should be postponed until a thorough audit of DRPA's finances is completed. Tolls on DRPA's four bridges will rise from $4 to $5. A 10 percent hike in PATCO fares will take effect in January.

"The agency needs to take a good look in the mirror and clean house before it passes on the burden of a toll increase onto hard-working taxpayers," DiCicco said.

Last week, DiCicco called for a federal investigation of the authority.

John J. Sullivan, a resident of Haddonfield, sent letters to both governors Friday urging them to petition Congress to rescind the DRPA's authority to engage in economic development and "return it to its exclusive mandate as a transit authority and to fiscal responsibility."

The DRPA borrowed $350 million in 2000 and spent nearly $330 million within three years om museums, sports arenas, incentives to a Norwegian shipbuilder to come to the former Naval Ship Yard, the Philadelphia Orchestra and "cleansing" Admiral Wilson Boulevard.

Those projects pushed the authority's debt load beyond $1 billion, leading to a series of toll and fare increases.

While the DRPA has promised not to fund nontransit projects in the future, Sullivan cited $6 million in toll money it gave to the state last year to demolish Riverfront State Prison in Camden.

In December, Vice Chairman Jeffrey Nash spent $18 million on a series of projects, including $3 million for Pyne Point Park and $9 million for undisclosed "capital projects" near the Walter Rand Transportation Center, both in Camden, $2 million on an antiquated dam in Gloucester County and $2 million for the Food Bank of South Jersey.

"In light of DRPA's repeated and frequent failure to use such expanded authority responsibly, I urge your administrations to initiate the process" to amend the federal statute, he said.
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