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CAMDEN — Tucked away in a massive, end-of-the-year agenda for the 16 commissioners of the DRPA was an obscure item that is now buying Pennsauken Township a new football field.

While Mayor Ricardo Taylor Jr., also a commissioner on the bistate board, said he opposes DRPA spending toll money on nontransit projects, he wasn't going to turn down $700,000 in cash.

He is not the first mayor doing double duty on the DRPA board to bring home money for his municipality.

Nine years ago, then-Audubon Mayor Anthony M. Pugliese got a $1.2 million grant from DRPA for roadwork to jump-start the revitalization of the Black Horse Pike and Nicholson Road intersection, now a major shopping center.

And a handful of local mayors have filled some of the state's eight seats on the powerful board over the years, including former Cherry Hill Mayor Susan Bass Levin and former Collingswood Mayor Michael Brennan.

Camden County Freeholder Jeffrey Nash, who has served on the board since 2002, has ushered tens of millions of dollars into county projects, including $30 million for "cleansing" Admiral Wilson Boulevard, $27 million for the now privately owned Adventure Aquarium, $6 million for the Cooper River Boathouse and $9 million for the Camden County Improvement Authority.

While he was vice chairman, the DRPA also approved a $5 million grant for construction of the Jewish History Museum in Philadelphia. Stephen A. Cozen, vice president of the museum's board of trustees, founded the law firm that employs Nash.

Nash also has been criticized for approving a contract for $150,000 in advertising for the PATCO Hi-Speedline to Live Nation Inc., a firm that employs his ex-wife, Jodi.

Pennsauken will convert a neglected five-acre site behind G.H. Carson Elementary School on Garfield Avenue into a football field with a cash grant that was originally intended to be a loan to spawn private investment in the township.

The money comes from the balance of a revolving loan fund created in 1993 with a $700,000 gift from DRPA. Pennsauken, Gloucester City, Camden and Philadelphia each had revolving loan funds to compensate the municipalities in some way for local, tax-exempt land surrounding the authority-owned bridges.

Philadelphia's revolving fund, which received $12.9 million in December, remains the only active fund. It is managed by the Philadelphia Industrial Development Corp., a private nonprofit.

The latest deposit brings the total DRPA money spent in Philadelphia with no DRPA oversight to $27 million. So far, 25 loans totaling $10.4 million and 10 grants totaling $6.9 million have been disbursed.

The new money contradicts DRPA's public position it will no longer fund economic development projects. Taylor said the Pennsauken fund worked as planned, providing capital to improve Westfield Avenue and to help a few local businesses expand.

In December, the board of commissioners -- eight from New Jersey and eight from Pennsylvania -- voted to end Pennsauken's loan program and give $700,000 to the township.

"We closed the funds because we want to get out of the economic development business," said DRPA spokesman Ed Kasuba.

Gerard M. Banmiller, president of First Colonial National Bank in Collingswood, called the giveaway a "dumb idea."

"Giving away interest and principal flies in the face of financial logic. It's like saying "I don't want this car anymore, but I don't want to sell it. I'll just give it away.'

"If it's yours to give, OK, but not when it's tollpayers' money."

The absence of DRPA board members who know anything about bridges, mass transit or finance is "appalling," said the banker.

Banmiller would like the governor to replace the board -- now dominated by politically connected lawyers, labor and elected officials -- with an educated citizenry.

Bill Love, a Medford accountant who has tracked DRPA spending for years, would like the current leadership replaced with Department of Transportation professionals.

Gloucester City spent its $700,000 loan fund renovating a derelict waterfront building now occupied by the Holt Group. DRPA closed out the fund with a zero balance six years ago.

Records indicate Camden City has received $6.9 million from the DRPA for unspecified economic development usage since 1993. Neither the city nor DRPA could produce an accounting of that money.

Former Executive Director Paul Drayton expressed disappointment in the disposition of Camden's share.

In 2003, he said none of it was used as intended because of "poor communication between DRPA and City Hall." Instead of generating interest in the private sector, he said, most of the money was given away in grants to private nonprofits.

Holmes Lounge, a popular restaurant in East Camden, was an exception. It received $535,000 in an unsuccessful attempt to avert bankruptcy.

Taylor, who was appointed to the board by former Gov. Jon Corzine two years ago, said he and many of his colleagues are tired of being bashed for lavish spending done in the early 1990s.

"I hope the board will rethink this new toll increase that is supposed to take effect next year," he said.

Despite charges of cronyism, high salaries and mismanagement, DRPA is slated to raise bridge tolls from $4 to $5 in July.

PATCO fares will jump 10 percent in January.
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