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CAMDEN — Democratic Congressmen Rob Andrews and Bob Brady introduced legislation Tuesday calling for full-time oversight by a federal inspector general of daily operations at the Delaware River Port Authority.

"Rather than wait for the process to play itself out in both state Legislatures, we decided to get the ball rolling in Congress," said Andrews, at a hastily called news conference at DRPA headquarters in Camden.

DRPA's 16-member board would appoint an inspector general for a five-year term with an option for a one-term renewal.

Inspector generals have broad investigative powers and have uncovered abuses within various federal agencies -- including the infamous Pentagon purchase of $500 hammers and overbilling in Medicare -- according to Andrews, D-N.J.

"The public has lost confidence and we want to make sure that there are more controls put into place at DRPA," said Brady, D-Pa.

If DRPA does not meet four major mandates of the bill within one year of its enactment, the legislation would invalidate the congressional compact that makes it a bistate authority.

Other provisions in the proposed bill, called HR 6206:

It would grant equal authority to New Jersey and Pennsylvania governors to make line-items vetoes. Historically, that power -- though rarely used -- has been limited to the New Jersey governor. Gov. Chris Christie angered Pennsylvania commissioners recently when he vetoed actions at two meetings.

It would create a 12-member citizens advisory board with six members appointed by Congress and three each appointed by the governors of Pennsylvania and New Jersey.

The board has already agreed to create a similar board minus the congressional appointments.

The expansion of the board to include a member of the Defense Department as an ex-officio member.

The cost of these proposals -- including the salary of a full-time inspector general -- would be DRPA's responsibility.

A spokesman for Christie declined to comment Tuesday on the potential for sharing his exclusive veto power.

"We will give the bill careful review," said spokesman Mike Drewniak.

CEO John Matheussen, who supports the Brady/Andrews bill, said invalidating the bistate status of the authority is possible. But he added it would be challenging to divide DRPA assets, such as four bridges over the Delaware River, the PATCO Hi-Speedline and the authority's $1.2 billion debt.

"We are not sure of the legal consequences," Matheussen said. "It is a case without precedent.

"I support these proposals and I will endorse them to our board for passage."

President Harry S. Truman signed a bill in 1951 creating the Delaware River Port Authority as the successor agency to the Delaware River Joint Bridge Commission. The legislation -- or compact -- mutually agreed upon by both states detailed the scope of the authority's power and how it would operate.

That compact was amended by Congress in 1992, giving the authority power to spend toll money on economic development projects.

Andrews said he hopes his North Jersey colleagues will seek similar control over the Port Authorities of New York and New Jersey.

The Brady/Andrews news conference followed the first meeting of DRPA's audit committee, a group created by the board after stories about perks and patronage were disclosed this summer.

Sitting in for Commissioner Jack Wagner -- who serves on the board by virtue of his job as Pennsylvania's Auditor General -- was Robert Teplitz, chairman of the audit committee.

The role of the committee is to expedite financial, management and forensic audits of DRPA activity.

If HR 6206 passes, it's unclear if the inspector general would work with the audit committee or replace it.

"We have to be prepared and open to changes this new legislation may create," Teplitz said.
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