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PHILADELPHIA — After months of calling for the resignation of the Delaware River Port Authority's top executive, a board member floated a new idea on Wednesday.

Pennsylvania Commissioner John J. Dougherty introduced two resolutions that would give CEO John Matheussen a three-year contract and cut his salary from $212,000 a year to $175,000.

Matheussen, under pressure from Gov. Chris Christie to tighten the reins on the DRPA, has been working without a contract since July. He has held the top job for seven years.

The board referred Dougherty's surprise resolutions to the authority's newly created compensation committee. The action took place at the board's first regular monthly meeting to be held in the evening at the authority's Cruise Terminal in the former Navy Yard in South Philadelphia.

Historically, the 16-member board has met at One Port Center on the Camden Waterfront on a Wednesday morning. The new time and place were intended to promote public turnout.

About 10 people attended Wednesday's 90-minute meeting, but some left more confused than when they came. Acoustics in the cavernous building with 75-foot ceilings made most of the discussion unintelligible.

"It seemed like smoke and mirrors to me and I could hardly hear a word," said Brian McGuckin, of Philadelphia, who attended out of curiosity and to protect his financial interests.

"I travel to the shore a lot and the tolls are out of control. That's the only reason I'm here."

Dougherty's backhanded move to retain Matheussen was supposed to force the board to a vote.

In the resolution he said the "public deserves clarity regarding the Authority's unsettled leadership. If Mr. Matheussen is indeed the change agent the DRPA needs, as some have suggested, then the board should not hesitate to engage in a vote to extend his contract."

Chairman John Estey and Vice Chairman Jeffrey Nash have praised Matheussen's leadership in recent months despite strong criticism of the authority by Christie.

Since the New Jersey governor has vetoed board actions at two prior meetings, Dougherty said the board "may as well give Gov. Christie everything he wants" by lowering top salaries.

"Gov. Christie makes $175,000 and he believes no one should make more than that," Dougherty said.

If Matheussen's salary is cut to $175,000, the salaries of other executives should also be reduced, according to Dougherty's resolution.

The board also passed a resolution dealing with pay-to-play issues from vendors and contractors who do business with the authority.

Again, fear of another veto by Christie forced adoption of the resolution.

The authority has tried, but failed, since August to produce a standard on pay-to-play that satisfies the governor.

Nash called the resolution that is more about disclosure than limiting contributions "powerful and the most meaningful for a bistate authority in the nation."

Pennsylvania Commissioner Robin Wiessmann said the resolution does not go far enough. By refusing to establish the authority's own standards, instead of deferring to separate New Jersey and Pennsylvania statutes, the authority is "setting a bad precedent."

"This Gov. Christie business is getting out of control," Wiessmann said.

Asked if the resolution would bring about true reform to an agency known for awarding contracts through political channels, Chris Gibson, an attorney who drafted it, said: "I don't know if that's reform or not. We did our best."
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