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CHERRY HILL — Dan Keashen, chief of staff to Mayor Bernie Platt, has been elected executive director of the Cherry Hill Democratic Committee, an unpaid position that until Wednesday did not previously exist.

At the same time Keashen was getting his new job, Assemblywoman Pamela R. Lampitt and attorney Richard Shapiro stepped down as the party's co-chairs and Councilman Jim Bannar, who works for the Cherry Hill Fire Department, was elected chairman.

Approached about his dual roles on Friday afternoon, Keashen said it would not be appropriate to discuss committee political matters before 5 p.m.

"Those two lives don't co-mingle here," he said. "It's my own personal rule. And if it's not a statute I would hope it is.

"It's an extracurricular activity. I don't get paid to do it. They (Lampitt and Shapiro) asked me to do it."

Keashen, who lives in Gibbsboro, is not the only public official on the committee. Maria Efstradiades, an elected committeewoman, is the custodian of records for Camden County. Irene G. Burke, another committeewoman, chairs the all-volunteer Cherry Hill Senior Citizen Advisory Board. Tamara S. Kukainis, wife of business administrator Maris Kukainis, also is on the committee.

But having the top aide to a Democratic mayor also direct party politics in the township might raise questions. Of the 225 municipalities whose municipal codes are in the League of Municipality's database, 168 have ordinances "preventing at least some of their employees from engaging in partisan political activities," said Matthew C. Weng, a staff attorney for the League.

For instance, Medford's ordinance reads: "The Township Council finds as a matter of policy that it is in the best interests of the orderly administration of the government of Medford Township that the Township Manager, department heads and all Township employees be insulated and free from political activity."

Cherry Hill's municipal code -- or the body of its laws -- is not online, but is available in the Clerk's office. There did not appear to be a political activity ordinance for township employees, though there is one in place for the Cherry Hill Police Department.

Richard Ambrosino, chairman of the township Republicans, said whether rules were being broken was irrelevant.

"I think it's wholly inappropriate for the mayor's chief of staff -- who effectively is the guy who speaks for the mayor to the press and to the citizenry -- is also in charge of the mayor's political operation," said Ambrosino, a Trenton lobbyist.

"They have shown incredibly poor judgment and disregard for the taxpayers in the past, and this is a similar decision."

Ambrosino was referring to an episode last winter in which Keashen told the Courier-Post that Mayor Platt was in town during twin snow emergencies that shut down government. Keashen also said Platt took two weeks of vacation every February. In fact, Platt was in Florida for an annual monthlong vacation and was not in town for the snowstorms.

Keashen later said he "misspoke." Platt and the all-Democratic township council stood by Keashen amid calls for his resignation.

Platt was observing Yom Kippur on Friday and could not be reached for comment.

Joyce Walker, a former councilwoman who has tussled with Shapiro, cheered the leadership shake-up.

"It makes good political sense. Dan is young enough to bring new blood into the Cherry Hill Democratic Party," said Walker, a Cherry Hill fire commissioner and leader of the county Organizing for America chapter.

"He embraces many of the ideas that I have for growing the Cherry Hill Democratic Party."

Council President Dave Fleisher, who attended the Wednesday committee meeting, said there was nothing inappropriate about Keashen's new position.

"If there are going to be direct conflicts between that and his duties at Town Hall it's fully expected he would have to step back from many of the town committee activities," Fleisher said.

Fleisher was elected in 2009 with first-time candidates Bannar, Susan Shin-Angulo, and Jacquelene Silver.

"It will be more progressive, more inclusive, and will really make sure the next generation of people feel they have an opportunity to get involved."

While politics in the region is often about territory and control, Cherry Hill has seen a recent injection of ideology. A few dozen Republicans recently formed a Tea Party in the solidly Democratic town.

But at least one member of the Camden County Democrats took issue with Keashen's dual roles. The Democrat, who spoke on condition of anonymity because of an ongoing role in party activities, said they were "a gross conflict of interest" that sullied the party's image because of the snowstorm flap.

The Democrat said the shake-up was a stepping up of machine politics in the township.

"The margins these last several years have been abysmal," the Democrat said, referring to council elections. "They're feeling some heat from the Adler people too," the Democrat added, referring to Rep. John Adler, who is in a heated race with former Philadelphia Eagle Jon Runyan.

"They need to hit their marks this time."

Platt, 76, is widely expected not to seek re-election next year. Council members Sarah Lipsett, N. John Amato, and Dennis Garbowski are up for election in 2011.

Reached again after 5 p.m. on Friday, Keashen defended his political activism, saying he has volunteered with the Camden County Democrats and Cherry Hill Democrats for years.

"At the end of the day, you cannot restrict someone's right to participate in the political process outside of work," he said.

Asked if he was active in politics in Gibbsboro, where he lives, Keashen said he was not.

"The party is a benevolent civic association for the most part, and there's a lot of good work that they do on the ground in a grass-roots fashion," he added.

"I know how this is going to construed by the opposition party. A guy like (Camden County GOP Chairmman) Rick DeMichele is also the solicitor in Haddon Heights. You tell me, is there more of a conflict there?"
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