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After 'firestorm of controversy', DRPA promises reforms

By EILEEN STILWELL • Courier-Post Staff • August 19, 2010 

CAMDEN — The Delaware River Port Authority adopted a package of reforms Wednesday that begins to lift the veil of secrecy and political entitlement that has clouded the bistate agency for decades.

The 16-member board also voted to stop spending toll money from motorists on economic development projects that are unrelated to the authority's core mission of transportation.

Pennsylvania Auditor General Jack Wagner, the lone dissenter in recent years on economic development projects, introduced a formal resolution because he said prior efforts to end or limit the practice have not been successful.

"Now is the time for us to be fiscally accountable," Wagner said. "Once and for all, funding for economic development projects -- no matter how worthy -- has to end. PATCO continues to run on the oldest cars in the country. Where are our priorities?"
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The bottom line, Wagner said, is bridge tolls would be cheaper if the agency had not spent about $490 million on sports stadiums, museums and the Army-Navy game, to name a few economic development projects, in the past 12 years.

Instead, the authority plans to raise tolls from $4 to $5 in July and PATCO fares by 10 percent in January.

Despite calls from a number of sectors to postpone the toll hike, Chairman John Estey said, "We need that extra dollar" for capital projects.

Estey also announced at the meeting that he will resign at the end of the year.

Pennsylvania commissioners Frank DiCicco, who also is a Philadelphia city councilman, and Robert Bogle, publisher of The Tribune, voted against the resolution to end the authority's contributions to economic development.

Meanwhile, Carole Rhodes of Mantua, one of only four members of the public to speak at the meeting, blasted the board for holding its session at 10 a.m.
"Why do you meet when the working public can't attend?" asked Rhodes, who called the proposed expansion of a rail line into Gloucester County another wasteful "pork project."

Lou Marchuk was not so lucky. After paying $8.50 to park on the waterfront, he was denied entrance to the meeting due to overcrowding. On his way out of One Port Center, he said he got even angrier when he passed a black Jaguar illegally parked, but guarded by a DRPA police officer. The car belonged to Commissioner Bogle.

"I wanted an opportunity to speak out after reading the newspapers and the shenanigans going on," Marchuk fumed. "Everyone talks about accountability and transparency but the commissioners do not practice it," he said.

Determined to set a new tone, commissioners discussed agenda items openly for five hours. Historically, commissioners from each state met in separate caucus rooms prior to the public meeting. The actual meeting was brief and little more than a formality.

To increase access, the board agreed to meet at least once a year at 6:30 p.m. at an as yet undetermined location in Philadelphia.

The board ended the secret caucus tradition by resolution Wednesday. It also agreed to abide by the Pennsylvania Open Meetings Act and to require auditors from both states to review annually the performance of the $300-million-a-year agency.

Vice Chairman Jeffrey Nash said he and the board were prepared to change the culture of the agency that in recent weeks had been in a "firestorm of controversy."

"Archaic rules, high salaries, perks. It's time to stop pointing fingers of blame, toss aside the politics and do what's right for the 300,000 commuters who cross our bridges every day," said Nash, who also is a Camden County freeholder.

The board adopted 20 resolutions and tabled a few, such as a proposal to eliminate the full-time job of corporate secretary John Lawless. DRPA guards removed Lawless from the building in April for undisclosed reasons.

Since then the authority has continued to pay him his $123,806 salary to stay home. Gov. Chris Christie told Estey and Nash to eliminate the position, in addition to a $140,000 job held by Mary Rita D'Alessandro as an aide to Estey. He also demanded elimination of the $180,081 position of public safety director and aide to Nash, held by Michael Joyce until he resigned last month.

Fearing consequences from Lawless, who has filed lawsuits against the authority claiming discrimination for an undisclosed disability, the board tabled the resolution pertaining to him.

Lawless attended the meeting Wednesday, but made no comment since no action was taken. The board also took no action on D'Alessandro's job.

CEO John J. Matheussen, who has come under fire from Gov. Christie and Commissioner John J. Dougherty, said he expects to have another board meeting next Wednesday, same time and place, to clean up some unfinished business.

Next week the board also plans to decide if it is prudent to continue discounts through July to senior citizens, commuters and drivers of certain hybrid vehicles. The discounts are due to expire Sept. 1.

A decision to continue the discounts could reduce revenues by $1.4 million and trigger a negative reaction from bond rating agencies, Estey said.

"We have to be careful what we do here," Estey said. "I'd rather wait a week for more information.

Other board actions include:

Requiring board approval of all DRPA contracts. Previously, contracts under $100,000 were approved privately by the chair, vice chair and CEO.

Requiring all vendors doing business with the authority to disclose political contributions.

Requiring commissioners to file financial disclosure forms required by their respective states.

Instituting post-employment restrictions for two years on commissioners and top management.

Prohibiting commissioners, officers and employees from soliciting or accepting any gifts of value.

Prohibiting employment of relatives of commissioners and all other employees, including those hired for the summer intern program.

Requiring board approval of part-time jobs held by top DRPA management.

Since a number of commissioners are elected officials, or political figures, the issue of political contributions caused heated debate.

"This is not a pristine agency. On any given day I'm out raising political money. This subject needs more dialogue," said Pennsylvania's Dougherty, who also is business manager of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, Local 96, and a critic of the authority's management.

In other action, Philadelphia City Councilwoman Maria Quinones-Sanchez was sworn in as a commissioner.
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