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CAMDEN — At 9:30 a.m. Tuesday, a fire broke out at the Northgate apartment complex here.

Within the next half hour, three other calls came in.

Whether the calls were the result of massive police and fire layoffs in the city Tuesday is not known, but residents of neighboring communities worry what the job cuts mean for their police and fire responders.

By the end of Tuesday, 168 Camden police officers, 67 firefighters and about 115 civilian employees were out of jobs.
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Collingswood resident Jason Curlett can see Camden from his front porch. The 33-year-old father of one daughter said the city's proximity makes him worried about crime bleeding into what he considers a small, safe town.

"Collingswood has one hell of a police force and they do a hell of a job keeping what happens on that side of 130 on that side," Curlett said.

"That being said, Collingswood police are going to be more busy . . . hopefully it doesn't become too busy."

Mayors and officials from neighboring towns assure residents their priority is first and foremost to their own communities.

Collingswood Mayor James Maley said as far as he's concerned, it's business as usual for borough fire and police.

"It's the way mutual aid has always been between us and Camden: the police, we don't respond to them and they don't respond to our calls either," said Maley, adding it is common practice for towns to help each other on working fire calls.

"I'm sure people are concerned about it. With all the stuff they read and see, you couldn't help being alarmed, it sounds like the world is going to end."

But Maley said concerns crime may bleed into Collingswood are nothing new and not likely to change.

Bill Dorsey of Westville remembers that during the 1968 riots in Camden that followed the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., he was afraid of it spilling over into Collingswood, where he then lived.

But it never happened.

"I feel bad for the good people of Camden who are being held hostage by young thugs," said the 64-year-old Dorsey, who used to run youth programs in the city.

Public safety officials from bordering towns said Tuesday they feel angry and concerned about the layoffs. At least one of the cops being cut in Camden is a member of Oaklyn's fire department, said Chief Mark Quinter.

"It's disheartening," Quinter said. "If they don't have the money to pay them, you can't expect them to work for free. But at the same time, you can't expect the volunteers to pick up the slack either.

"We have an obligation to our taxpayers and our community."

Oaklyn volunteer Tom Merek is a retired Camden police captain. He's upset about the 50 officers Camden Police Chief Scott Thomson hired last year using grant money.

"He told us then that he absolutely needed those 50 cops and now he is saying that we can lay off 150 but he's not fighting for those guys," Merek insisted.

"Was he lying then or was he lying now?"

Merek said that, bottom line, the cuts are going to affect public safety, as well as the morale of officers and firefighters left behind.

Cherry Hill enacted similar, but less drastic cuts last year, said the mayor's spokesman Dan Keashen, who sympathized with the tight budgets Camden faces.

"Ultimately, you're not going to find Cherry Hill police cars making traffic stops in Camden," Keashen said.

But he could not comment on how involved Cherry Hill will be as the aftermath of layoffs unfolds.

The Camden County freeholder board plans to introduce a resolution at its Thursday meeting to explore the possibility of a countywide, regionalized police and fire program.

The board also is organizing a breakfast meeting of Camden County mayors, police chiefs and fire chiefs Feb. 1 to discuss the program, officials said.

Camden County Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said in a release that participation in any such countywide force would be strictly on a voluntary basis.

Dorsey said he is behind any effort to consolidate public safety and other services.

Do you really need seven police departments and 17 superintendents of schools? he asked.

But Curlett said if he were in charge of budgets, public safety would be the last thing he cuts.

"They are part of the fabric of our community," he said.

"If you start to pull these stitches away, everything becomes unraveled."

Reach Shruti Mathur Desai at (856) 317-7828 or smathur@camden.gannett.com
