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CAMDEN — The Delaware River Port Authority awarded a $1.5 million contract Wednesday to a Collingswood asphalt company to pave two PATCO Hi-Speedline parking lots despite being mired in litigation with the firm over unsatisfactory prior work.

"I'm not comfortable with it, but there's nothing we could do about it because American Asphalt was the low bidder," said John J. Matheussen, CEO of the bistate authority.

American Asphalt is suing DRPA for $241,000 over the authority's refusal to pay the company for previous work.

Minutes later, the 16-member board awarded a $338,000-a-year contract for janitorial service to T.U.C.S. Cleaning of Orange and $1 million to PRWT of Philadelphia for part-time toll collectors, though neither was the low bidder.

Pennsylvania Commissioner Robert Bogel, who abstained from the vote on PRWT, sits on the company's board of directors.

Inconsistency was rampant Wednesday as the agency, barraged by critics, struggled to find its way and to mesh differences among New Jersey, Pennsylvania and federal laws. Adding to the uncertainty is the upcoming gubernatorial election in Pennsylvania. The next governor has the power to replace all eight Pennsylvania commissioners.

Though New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie was not in the boardroom at One Port Center on the Camden Waterfront, the power of his veto was felt.

Christie has vetoed several actions taken by the board with regard to the creation of a strong ethics policy in recent months.

The board tabled two resolutions Wednesday dealing with political contributions and post-employment restrictions that Christie clearly wanted adopted.

The board instructed its lawyers to come up with a better resolution that would not invite court challenges and send it to both governors for review.

Pennsylvania Commissioner Robin Wiessmann warned against the practice of seeking prior approval.

"I am somewhat concerned. I would not like this to set a precedent," she said.

For the most part, Chairman John Estey was torn between passing resolutions that could potentially cost the authority money in legal fees and the paralysis of another Christie veto.

He did not budge, however, on a resolution that would ban commissioners and top managers from working with companies that did business with DRPA for two years.

"This is what Gov. Christie wants. It is a terrible resolution that would totally drain any professional competency from this agency. I am voting against it," Estey said.

Despite support from New Jersey commissioners, the resolution failed.

Estey tabled a resolution on hiring an inspector general to oversee operations because the authority has already committed to a slew of costly audits in an effort to restore public confidence in its spending habits.

Pennsylvania is exploring ways to bestow the same veto power that Christie has on Pennsylvania Gov. Ed Rendell and his successor, Estey said.

Other mixed signals surrounded the proposed Glassboro-Camden Line, originally suggested as an expansion of PATCO.

Chief Financial Officer John Hanson said DRPA has no plans to build the line as a capital project, own it or manage it. If it is built, the expectation is it will be owned and managed by NJTransit.

Recently, state transportation officials ordered DRPA to restructure its projected $9 million environmental assessment of the proposed route. Instead of paying for the work, the state promised to pay the bill when it gets the money from its transportation fund, which is now broke. DRPA agreed Wednesday to pay STV Inc. $450,000 for the first phase of the work from its general fund.

The agency is now seeking proposals for the remainder of the assessment.

Matheussen denied the project has been derailed.

"Everything changed from the Corzine administration to the Christie administration, but I am confident the state plans to move forward on this project," he said.
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