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Susan Bass Levin, a former mayor of Cherry Hill who moved up to a number of high-profile Democratic appointments, quit a part-time position with the state the day she became eligible for a $5,312.11 a month pension.

State officials confirmed that Levin, 58, notified the state's Local Finance Board she'd be leaving Nov. 1, the day she hit the 25-year mark as a public employee. On top of the pension payments, she is entitled to taxpayer-funded health benefits for the rest of her life.

Levin did not return calls for comment and an effort on Saturday to reach her through Cooper University Hospital, where she heads fundraising, was unsuccessful.

Levin enjoyed bipartisan popularity when she governed Cherry Hill from 1988 to 2002. But area Republicans were simultaneously stunned and cynical about Levin's payout.

"There needs to be limits on the amount of money people can collect in pensions when taxpayers are struggling to meet increased demands on them," said Nancy O'Dowd of the Cherry Hill Tea Party. O'Dowd came up just short in 2009 during the closest council race the Democratic township had seen in years.

"It's just the same old, same old. This is why the whole pension system in New Jersey needs to be reformed."

Following her tenure as mayor, Levin was appointed by Gov. James E. McGreevey to the commissioner post at the Department of Community Affairs, which oversees municipal finances and state aid among other charges.

She was later appointed by Gov. Jon S. Corzine to the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey after working on his 2005 gubernatorial campaign.

But Levin did not leave the DCA completely. Though she earned more than $300,000 annually at the Port Authority, which also funded her Manhattan apartment, Corzine named her to the Local Finance Board within DCA -- thereby allowing her to remain in the state pension program.

The Port Authority is not a part of the state benefits network.

Levin's pension amount is based not on her $12,000 part-time salary at LFB but on her highest salary earned while head of DCA, nearly $140,000. That pension formula is baked into public salary contracts throughout the state.

"We can't afford it," said Camden County GOP Chairman Richard DeMichele. "I have no problem with her being fairly compensated for work she did. But at the end of her career she made sure she cashed in on a maxed-out pension. That is not what public service is about."

While local governments such as the all-Democratic Camden County Board of Freeholders have also been critical of such payouts, there have been few drastic changes in employee and appointee contracts since Gov. Chris Christie took office.

His administration, the state legislature, and public employee unions are expected to battle over pensions and perks in the coming months.

Christie is now famous for his verbal assaults on New Jersey's network of political patronage and taxpayer-funded perks, frequently targeted at Democrats. But many Democrats say their disagreements are with the governor's style, not his goals.

Last month, Sen. Donald Norcross, D-Camden, and Assemblyman Paul Moriarty, D-Gloucester, introduced a package of bills designed to cut down on goodies at political appointee-loaded boards such as the Port Authority and the beleaguered Delaware River Port Authority.

Politics and government are viewed as the most lucrative and secure industries in New Jersey, and politicians from both parties spend their golden years still hooked up on taxpayer dollars. But just because Levin's package was typical for New Jersey did not mean taxpayers shouldn't be outraged, said Mike Friedman, who won a Voorhees committee seat on Nov. 2.

"I was disgusted. It's pretty appalling," said Friedman, soon to become the only Republican on the township's five-member committee.

"We're in positions where we're supposed to be giving back to the community," he continued, adding that he did not personally know Levin.

Friedman said campaigns like his "hit a nerve" because voters are no longer content with business as usual. He plans to introduce an ordinance that would eliminate health benefits for all part-time township employees, including committee members.

Levin's successor in Cherry Hill, Mayor Bernie Platt, was unavailable for comment Saturday, according to a spokesman. Councilman Jim Bannar, who also heads the township Democratic committee, declined to comment saying he did not have "all the facts." Requests to the governor's office, Cherry Hill Council President David Fleisher, Moriarty and Norcross were not immediately returned.

According to published reports, Levin gave notice of her retirement from LFB on Oct. 29. The cancer survivor and divorced mother of two moved back to Cherry Hill from New York in January, following her appointment to Cooper University Hospital.

The Associated Press contributed to this report. Reach Jane Roh at (856) 486-2919 or jroh@gannett.com
