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CHERRY HILL — At night Diana McMullen lets her three cats out into her backyard in an effort to fight off a rat population that she and others say is scurrying rampant around the Kingston Estates neighborhood.

McMullen's fierce felines, which she refers to as the "Cherry Hill rat patrol," have taken down at least a dozen of the rodents from her fenced-in backyard on Chapel Avenue since the summer began.

"It's disgusting. I hate to let them out here to play," McMullen said Monday gesturing toward her 6-year-old son.

McMullen and her neighbors. Robert and Marlene Meloni, say they first started seeing rats roaming through their suburban backyards in broad daylight about two months ago.

"It was an invasion," Marlene Meloni said. "It really was."

The Melonis and McMullen say residents all around the neighborhood between Route 70 and Chapel Avenue have also seen the rodents.

And Camden County and Cherry Hill officials say they too are aware of the rat issue.

Ralph Green, the county's director of environmental health, said rats have been a problem in the Kingston Estates neighborhood for some time.

Green said county officials have gone out to the neighborhood and found that rats appear to be migrating into the area through an underground storm drain that runs through the backyard of some of the properties there.

"It appears that they are moving through trying to find a place for the winter," Green said.

Green said rats migrate when they have overpopulated one area. In Kingston Estates, the storm drain has provided not only a transportation route but a water source.

Rats have taken up residence in backyards there, living off of natural vegetation or other foods like animal feces, he said.

"All they need is food, water and shelter and they will dig in," Green said.

Green said the county animal control doesn't respond to rat problems and that the storm drain is maintained by the township.

Green said residents who see rats should hire an exterminator.

Bridget Smith, an aide to township Mayor Bernie Platt, said last week that the township did receive complaints last month about a rat infestation and per standard procedure passed the information on to the county health department.

"At the present time, we are awaiting a report from the county detailing their findings," Smith wrote in an e-mail. "When that information is received, we will certainly take it under advisement and proceed as necessary to ensure the health and safety of our residents."

But the Melonis and McMullen are worried the township isn't taking the issue seriously.

"I'm afraid it's not going to get addressed until a kid gets bit," said Robert Meloni, who has set a trap in his backyard along Sheffield Road. He is also trying to organize a neighborhood effort to detail rat sightings and to eliminate factors that might escalate the problem like unkempt yards or food sources.

Robert Meloni thinks that some neighbors have been tentative about coming forward about the problem because of a fear that publicizing the issue could hurt local property values.

But the Melonis and McMullen say they are more concerned with the potential health hazards.

"We're in Cherry Hill. We shouldn't find rats," McMullen said. "It's basically a health hazard."

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, contact with rats or their droppings can cause infectious diseases.

Green advised residents not to try to kill rats themselves.

"It's a tough situation out there," he said.

Reach George Mast at (856) 486-2465 at gmast@camden.gannett.com
