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A few weeks ago when the grass in the median of Route 70 reached four feet, township officials hatched a plan to fix the problem.

It turns out that the plan could save the state government some money and provide the beauty of colorful cosmos flowers on a utilitarian road lined with car dealerships, liquor stores and shopping centers ranging from small to mammoth.

The plants don't need much attention, saving the state in labor, fuel and maybe even equipment maintenance costs.

"It's more than just trying to save money," Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt said Friday. "If you had driven down Route 70 a week or so ago, you would have seen the grass about 4 feet tall. I was ready to put some cows and goats out there."

Instead, township officials decided flowers might do the trick. Within a few weeks, it went from idea to reality. The planting is scheduled to begin this week. The mayor is hoping to get civic groups and businesses to pay for the seeds to be planted on about three acres stretching over eight miles of highway. A private landscaper has volunteered to water the flowers.

For the New Jersey Department of Transportation, it fits in with a broader beautification plan. Department spokesman Joe Dee says it's hard to say how much time or money it could save because the wildflowers are a new venture for the state. The only other stretch where the state has done such planting is along the same Route 70 near the shore in Brick Township, about 60 miles east.

Roadside wildflowers are nothing new. They're featured along highways from North Carolina to Oregon.

But what could be unique for the Cherry Hill project along a stretch of road that's no one's idea of a scenic drive is that it's being touted as much as a money-saver as it as an environment saver. Ecology is part of the idea, too: The flowers could process some of the fumes from cars and prevent some storm water runoff. And not mowing means slightly fewer fossil fuels would go into the air.

Platt's spokesman Dan Keashen said that the state government has rarely cut the grass on the highway during the past three years as the recession took a toll on state services.

"Aesthetics have gone out the window," he said.

Platt said township workers have even called the governor's office to request mowing.

So in addition to saving the state labor and fuel costs, he's hoping the flowers will save his staff some time if no one is assigned to badger the state about mowing the road.
