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COLLINGSWOOD — Public safety cuts in Camden spurred a plan to explore countywide police and fire units, said several Camden County mayors and state Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney on Tuesday.

Talks of regionalization had occurred on a casual basis, but reductions in Camden were the catalyst, said officials.

"Camden's problem is everyone's problem," said Sweeney, "including Gloucester County."

Sweeney said the impact in Camden can have a ripple effect across the county, because criminals don't necessarily know where one municipality ends and another begins.

Officials offered few additional details on the plan, except to say costs would be low because they will try to depend on the institutional knowledge of police and fire staff.

Sweeney said the process may be long and slow, pointing to the efforts of Gloucester County to regionalize its Emergency Medical Services.

"That took 8 years," said Sweeney, who appeared with a selection of county mayors and freeholders at a press conference Tuesday in Collingswood to support the study. "Change isn't easy; it's going to be resisted every step of the way."

Sweeney, in his trademark blunt style, made examples of a rejected merger between Medford and Medford Lakes and lauded successful efforts between Swedesboro and Woolwich.

"Often, it's "This is mine you can't have it,' and "I like having my name on the side of the truck,' " Sweeney said.

Sweeney said he never made the effort to do countywide police and fire in Gloucester County because he left before he had the chance. He said, however, the fact that countywide EMS is successful could lay the seed for such an effort in Gloucester County.

"I commend Camden County for having the courage to have this discussion," Sweeney, D-Gloucester, said.

He also emphasized that the effort should not be viewed as an attempt to wage war with the local police and fire unions.

Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said new firefighters and police officers would likely be paid a lower wage, but a merged effort will not necessarily affect the wages or jobs of current employees.

Cappelli also denied the effort had any relation to the cuts in Camden and said the why now is because extreme budget measures need to be taken.

"Municipalities are facing a fiscal crisis and a fiscal reality they've never had before," Cappelli said. "It's time for a change in New Jersey."

The county first announced its plans to explore the program two weeks ago and will meet with interested mayors and police and fire chiefs on Feb. 1. Cappelli reiterated the county is acting as a facilitator and no county would be forced to sign on to the plan.

Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt stopped just short of endorsing a countywide plan, saying it would work in theory, but he needs more information.

"In short, I have not seen a plan, so it's hard for me to definitively comment on this proposal," Platt said.

County officials continued to stress the voluntary nature of the program and said no municipality would be forced into the shared services agreement and Sweeney said if the county tried to wait for all 37 municipalities to sign on, it would never happen.

"That's how shared services fell apart across the state," Sweeney said.

Collingswood Mayor Jim Maley said a failed effort to merge police, fire and other departments with neighboring Woodlynne taught him a few lesson, including the need to think big.

"There's no reason not to try," Maley said.

He said the studies needed to be done right, otherwise they would end up with other similar studies: gathering dust on a shelf.

"We had a jump start, no doubt, prompted by the serious things happening in Camden, Maley said. "It's like growing old, I don't want to do it but I know it's coming," Maley said.

Somerdale Mayor Gary J. Passanante, who also serves as the director of the county's division of shared services, said results of a plan that studies combined services for his town plus Stratford, Hi-Nella, Laurel Springs and Magnolia will be sent to the county to include in its studies.

Lindenwold Mayor Frank DeLucca Jr said he came to the plan as a former firefighter, and said he thinks consolidation will help protect the safety and jobs of fire and police personnel.

"No matter how it precipitated, and obviously we all know that Camden precipitated it, this, I think, is a good thing," DeLucca said.

He likened Camden County to a large city, such as New York.

"Even if we break even and it's stable, it's a beautiful thing," DeLucca said.
