

10 of 11 Camco fire marshals expected to be laid off
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Proposed layoffs in Camden County may gut the county fire marshal's office, leaving towns to fill in the gap on fire investigations.

County officials on Wednesday confirmed that 10 assistant fire marshals out of 11 in the department will receive pink slips by Friday.

The fire marshal's office is responsible for doing both inspections and investigations, as well as education for teen arson offenders.

Public Safety Director Robin Blaker said, in an e-mailed statement, arson and fire investigations will pass to the county prosecutor's office, which just had layoff notices sent to a quarter of its department.
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"We don't have a lot of the details right now, it's something that's being talked about," said Jason Laughlin, spokesman for the prosecutor's office.

Laughlin said some fire marshals may be transferred to the crime scenes unit of the prosecutor's office, but he is not sure how the contracts will transfer or whether the marshals will have to be rehired.

Robert Medlar, assistant fire marshal and head of the labor union that represents the county fire marshals, said three institutional firefighters, a laborer and two clerical staff in the fire marshal's office will also receive layoff notices.

Medlar said the county will retain Chief Fire Marshal Paul Hartstein and Deputy Chief Fire Marshal Paul Sandrock. County spokeswoman Joyce Gabriel said both will still be responsible for training and code enforcement on county-owned buildings.

The layoffs would cause county municipalities to scramble to fill in the gaps on inspections and investigations.

"This is another situation where a service the county was providing is going to be shunted on to the municipality," said Edward F. Borden, Jr., commissioner of public safety for Haddonfield.

Borden said the borough is exploring a shared service agreement with other municipalities to mitigate some of the costs of having in-house marshal service.

The move doesn't bode well for the proposal for countywide police and fire service, he said.

"They're trying to deal with (budget issues) the best way they can, but it does seem inconsistent they are withdrawing county services when we need it most," Borden said, also pointing to the county pulling prisoner transport services.

The county provides fire code enforcement responsibility to 13 of the county's 37 municipalities, county officials said, including Audubon, Audubon Park, Barrington, Chesilhurst, Gibbsboro, the Blenheim section of Gloucester Township, Haddonfield, Hi-Nella, Lawnside, Magnolia, Mount Ephraim, Oaklyn and Woodlynne.

Those areas will have to assume fire code enforcement responsibilities, Blaker said in the e-mail.

Collingswood Fire Chief John R. Amet said the effect is going to be more widespread than just those 13 municipalities.

"According to state fire code, every fire needs to be investigated," Amet said. "They were supplying that service."

Collingswood Mayor James Maley said he wasn't worried because he believes the prosecutor's office has it under control.

"Everybody's cutting back everywhere," Maley said. "There's fewer bodies to do the same work."

The move may actually help Gloucester Township save money, said Mayor Dave Mayer. The township has six fire companies, five of which have an in-house fire marshal service. The move will force the township to share those fire marshals with the Blenheim section, rather than having Blenheim rely on county help.

Collingswood Chief Amet said it will be difficult to fill those positions locally because there is specialized training necessary to be a fire marshal.

"I was certainly hoping they'd be able to find a way to maintain the investigators, it's important for everyone," Amet said.

Beyond investigations and inspections, the fire marshals also run the education programs, including safety training for businesses and early intervention counseling for teen fire-setters, Medlar said.

Dan Keashen, spokesman for Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt, said the township is fairly self-sufficient, but is concerned about the cuts.

"It does affect us in a very limited capacity, but in a capacity that is critical to an aftermath of a fire, when the fire investigations take place," Keashen said. "When we have major incidents, we do place a call to the county fire marshal for help."

Keashen said the loss is the level of expertise, including an accelerant-sniffing dog. He said the municipalities may be able to team up to buy such a dog, but, ultimately it would be an additional cost to the municipality.
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