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MERCHANTVILLE — Borough council has voted to endorse an application by a Merchantville grass-roots group to form a merger study with Cherry Hill.

The move Monday follows Gov. Chris Christie's April signing of a law allowing the towns to seek state approval to begin the merger process.

Reaction from Merchantville and Cherry Hill leaders about the bill signing -- and the continued possibility of a merger -- was mixed.

It remained so Tuesday.

Merchantville Mayor Frank North said he voiced his concerns to council Monday.

"I told them I believe we should have the study, but with a commission chosen by council and not a group of citizens. I don't know that all the answers are going to be brought to life."

In April, North said, "For a handful of residents to bypass the governing body is wrong."

According to Bob Stocker, a member of the grass-roots group that calls itself Merchantville Connecting for the Future, Cherry Hill council had already approved the consolidation study.

"And this Merchantville vote, to me, is more gratifying than having the state Legislature pass the law earlier this year," Stocker said.

"The council had originally been adversarial. To now have this vote shows we are all working together."

"The township is looking forward to having a productive dialogue with the Merchantville commission," Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt said Tuesday in a written statement.

"This process will be driven by both commissions investigating and analyzing what I believe to be significant savings for taxpayers by eliminating redundancies in government services for our two towns."

Platt said after Christie signed the bill that it was "a provision that puts these kinds of decisions back into the hands of the people."

Stocker said his group is working through the consolidation process with "Courage to Connect New Jersey," a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization that helps residents examine ways to run efficient municipal governments.

"Mayor Platt has been consistent from the beginning that there needed to be productive and objective committees in both towns to properly vet this issue, and that the Merchantville petitioners (for the consolidation) should be represented in some way during the process," Platt's spokesman, Dan Keashen, said Tuesday.

"These two measures were not met prior by Mayor North and now they have been."

The state is expected to approve the application next month so three public hearings can be held this summer.

Reach Joe Cooney at (856) 317-7830 or jcooney@camden.gannett.com
