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New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie (center) is flanked by State Sen. President Stephen Sweeney (left) and Camden County Freeholder Director Louis Cappelli (right) as Christie speaks during a press conference on the merging of police and fire departments in Camden County held at Camden County College in Blackwood. 03.23.11
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GLOUCESTER TWP. — Gov. Chris Christie and Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney Wednesday said it was time to "seize the moment" and move toward regional public safety services.

"If Camden County takes a leap here I honestly believe this will spread statewide," Christie said at a news conference at Camden County College. "The reality is we don't have the money to do it the way we're doing it anymore. We simply don't."

The Republican governor, members of his administration, and Sweeney met with officials in heavily Democratic Camden County behind closed doors to discuss the proposal. Just two of 37 county municipalities were not represented: tiny Tavistock and Pine Valley.

Citing the 2 percent tax hike cap as well as skyrocketing pension and health benefit costs, Christie and Sweeney said the time for local police departments was nearing its end.

"Something has to change," Sweeney said. "What has to change is the way we deliver government. We have to make it more cost-effective. We have to make sure it's more efficient."

County leaders have discussed regional policing since before Camden city gave pink slips to about half its police department and a third of its firefighters in January. Talk has abounded, but few details of how the departments would operate are known.

Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said a county police department would be effective even without support from all 37 municipalities.

"We can create efficiencies with a police or fire department if it's one community or 20," Cappelli said. "We do not need all of the communities to . . . make this work."

The most enthusiastic endorsement for the plan appears to have come from North Jersey. Newark Mayor Cory Booker earlier this month said he hoped Camden County would move to regional policing so other counties would feel confident in following suit.

Locally, municipal and police officials alike are taking a far more cautious approach.

"Obviously we don't want to come right out and condemn the plan out of hand, because we haven't been given a plan," said Sean Grannan, president of the Gloucester Township Fraternal Order of Police Lodge 206.

Grannan and other union leaders have wondered aloud if the plan is really just a bailout for Camden.

"It seems like Camden wants to be able to lay off their officers and they want to replace those officers with us."

Camden Mayor Dana Redd has been vocal in her support of pursuing a regionalized police force as a long-term solution to the city's woes. Christie, who recently helped Redd receive funding to bring back 50 officers, said Wednesday the plan for consolidation is not based around one municipality.

"This is not about any one particular community," Christie said. "This is about how do you provide public safety in New Jersey at a cost that can allow the state to be affordable again?"

Mitchell Sklar, executive director of the New Jersey Association of Chiefs of Police, said he doesn't see great benefit for larger, well-run suburbs such as Cherry Hill and Gloucester Township.

"I'm just unsure what a township like Gloucester, with 60,000 people and a well-regarded police department, would get out of this," he added.

"We have to have an open mind, but I also think we have to realize one size does not fit all," said Mayor Dave Mayer, who agreed Gloucester Township's size put it in "a different position" from other communities.

Cherry Hill's representative at the meeting, Councilman Dennis Garbowski, agreed size matters and residents ought to have the final say.

"If the people don't want it and they're willing to pay the tax rate, we're there to serve them," he said.

Collingswood Mayor James Maley said starting with a regional detectives desk might be palatable.

"Doing this slowly to give everybody a comfort level will be very important."

While scarce details made the plan seem abstract to some, Somerdale Mayor Gary Passanante expressed confidence it would move forward.

"This may not be sweeping change overnight," said Passanante, also a member of the League of Municipalities' executive board. "That is why you're getting mixed time frames on what will happen."

William Dressel, the league's executive director, said Camden County was being viewed as a bellwether across the state.

"They're pioneering this issue. It certainly is drawing a lot of attention," he added.

Dressel cautioned that even in urgent times, change moves slowly in New Jersey, pointing to Trenton as an example. Just a handful of Gov. Christie's "tool kit" bills have been passed by the Legislature.

Patrick Murray of Monmouth University said Wednesday's carefully orchestrated meeting was a likely sign the state's politicians are intent on making an example of Camden County.

"One of the hardest things to do in New Jersey is merge police forces," he explained. "Politically it's probably the most difficult thing to sell to constituents.

"Officials will get some cover from the governor and Senate president pushing for this. It really does seem like this has been fast-tracked."

Reach George Mast at (856) 486-2465 at gmast@camden.gannett.com
