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CAMDEN — Camden County municipalities could share countywide police and fire coverage under a plan announced Thursday.

Camden County would establish a police and fire department that would provide coverage at a fee to municipalities who opt into the shared service agreement, said county and local officials.

It is believed the county departments could cut costs for municipalities as well as increase police and fire coverage.

"We're setting up an opportunity for those municipalities who might think that joining a county police department might create some economies of scale," said Freeholder Edward McDonnell.

"We'll set up the mechanism and those who want to join will join and those who don't, won't."

While Thursday's announcement comes just days before as many as half of Camden's police force and a third of its firefighters could be laid off, county officials said the proposal was "completely irrespective" of Camden City's situation.

City leaders have approved laying off 180 Camden officers and 67 firefighters if concessions with police and fire unions aren't met before Jan. 18. On Thursday, the Fraternal Order of Police ran a full-page ad in the Courier-Post claiming layoffs will make the city more dangerous and that life in Camden may become a "living hell."

Camden Mayor Dana Redd's office did not return requests for comment. John Williamson, president of the city police department's rank and file police union, could not be reached for comment Thursday evening.

Freeholder Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said that over the past year and a half, various mayors have expressed interest in shared police and fire at the county level, and that the county is now ready to begin the process of authorizing a county fire and police department.

"They are looking to share the expenses of operating their government in this difficult economic time," Cappelli said of the mayors, whom he declined to identify.

Camden County would first have to introduce and then pass a resolution to create the county departments, Cappelli said.

Cappelli said that within a month, the county could be prepared to have discussions with municipalities about the shared services plan.

The governmental structure of the police and fire departments would be put in place first, and then officers and firefighters would be hired as municipalities signed up for the shared service, Cappelli said.

He noted the hiring process can be expedited under bills that allow laid-off police and fire personnel to be hired without going through civil service procedures.

Municipalities who enter into the shared service agreement would pay a fee set by the county. While municipal departments would be disbanded, those officers would be eligible for rehire into the county departments.

Local elected officials praised the plan Thursday.

"This is about providing more opportunities for our much cash-strapped municipalities," said Sen. Donald Norcross, D-Camden.

Assemblyman Whip "Gilbert" Wilson, D-Camden, a retired Camden police lieutenant, said he would be sorry to see the history of a department like Camden's go by the wayside if officials there chose to join the county department. But he said his overall concern is for the city's safety.

"I want public safety first and if we have to go outside the box to do so, then so be it."

State Police Benevolent Association spokesman Jim Ryan said that as a concept, the union supports regionalized police service, but he added it often comes with its own set of issues.

Last summer, Collingswood and Woodlynne ended a shared police services agreement there after relations between the towns deteriorated in the contract's final years.

"The problem typically is that the devil is in the details," Ryan said of shared service agreements.

Ryan said Somerset County also is exploring shared police services at the county level.

Dan Keashen, spokesman for Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt, said Platt's administration agrees with the idea behind shared services.

Keashen noted county police departments are successful in other states and that a regionalized force could be more efficient in purchasing than individual departments.

Keashen said if a county police or fire department was "equal or better" to the township's current departments, officials there "would certainly take a hard look at it."
