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CHERRY HILL — Camden County officials have released a preliminary overview of how a proposed countywide police department would be constructed and operated.

Under the plan, a countywide department would close some municipal departments, spurring mass dismissals of local officers. About half of all officers from a given municipality that joins the regional force would be ineligible for county hire.

Municipalities would have the option of joining the county force or maintaining their own police departments.

County leaders said Tuesday they know some aspects of a county police department will draw fire, but they maintain it will lower costs to towns -- and taxpayers -- while increasing police presence.

"We're not going to make the unions happy," Freeholder-Director Louis Cappelli Jr. said.

"We are not going to make police chiefs happy. That's not what this is about. This is about, number one, protecting our residents the best we can and secondly, doing so in a more cost-effective manner."

A Camden union leader Tuesday criticized county leaders for "union busting."

"At the end of the day, I think this is definitely a run to break the contracts and break the union," said John Williamson, president of Camden's Fraternal Order of Police for rank-and-file officers.

County leaders first announced plans for a county-run police and fire department in January. The controversial idea was quickly backed by Gov. Chris Christie and state Senate President Stephen M. Sweeney, D-Gloucester, but drew criticism from police union leaders and questions from mayors.

In the past few months, a committee made up of mayors, county officials and law enforcement agencies has weighed how countywide departments would be constructed and operated. The panel's work is ongoing.

Cappelli said Tuesday that two to three mayors he declined to name have expressed interest in joining a county force.

Cappelli said the county is "very close" to determining exactly how much a county police force could save individual towns. According to the plan, municipalities interested in joining the county department will be given a "policing plan" detailing staffing levels and costs to the municipality.

"The real savings," Cappelli said, would be that officers hired by the county force receive a new salary and benefits package, freeing municipalities from hefty police contracts.

By joining the proposed county department, a municipality would dissolve its police department and lay off all officers. The action would require approval from individual municipal governments.

Because the county would be hiring officers under a new contract, Cappelli said it is limited to rehiring just 49 percent of a municipality's laid-off officers.

Williamson said the prospect is "very disheartening."

He added it could be a safety concern as well, as municipalities would be losing police with years of experience in the area.

"It is literally a Pandora's box that they are opening," Williamson said.

Logistically, a county-wide police department would be divided into geographic districts, with larger municipalities such as Camden and Cherry Hill possibly operating as single urban zones.

With details still unclear, mayors -- including Woodlynne's Geraldo Fuentes -- are taking a wait-and-see approach.

Fuentes, who was forced to quickly restart his police department last summer after a shared services agreement with Collingswood turned sour, said he would be hesitant to consolidate again.

"I have to see how this is really going to play out before we would step in."

Camden spokesman Robert Corrales said officials there are looking at "all realistic options to find the best, most cost-effective ways" to provide public safety in the city.

But Corrales said any plan for a regionalized department must:

Meet criteria, including "enhancement or expansion of public safety services for Camden City.

Be cost effective and efficient.

Present job opportunities for city residents.

Be fair to existing (police) personnel."

Somerdale Mayor Gary Passanante has contemplated a regionalized force among towns along the White Horse Pike for the past several years. He said he knows changes need to be made, but isn't committed yet to any plan.

"Who knows which way is going to the best way to go?"
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