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Cherry Hill Mayor Bernie Platt smiles at his desk during an interview at his office in Cherry Hill. 12.15.11 / Jose F. Moreno/Courier-Post

Written by JOE COONEY | Courier-Post Staff 

CHERRY HILL — Bernie. Just Bernie.

Unless you’re new to the township, or have been living under a big rock somewhere in Cherry Hill, the moniker is instantly recognized as that of longtime Mayor Bernard A. Platt.

The funeral director-come-politician moved to the township 45 years ago from West Philadelphia. He began his community involvement here as a member of the Downs Farms Civic Association. Platt served as deputy mayor from 1977 to 1979, mayor from 1979 to 1981, and sat on town council from 1980 to 1985.

Platt’s current tenure at Town Hall began in 2002, when he was elected to complete the one-year term of former Mayor Susan Bass Levin. He then won four-year terms in 2003 and 2007.

In April he announced he would not seek another term, citing “obligations to my family.”

Platt, 77, sat down last Thursday in his sparsely decorated — and immaculate — office in the municipal building to talk about his time in office.

Question: The end of the Bernie Platt era is near. How are you feeling about that?

Answer: “It’s coming to an end and I have very mixed emotions about it. But I have to move on after January 1st. I’m going to continue being involved in the community. Not politically, but I will certainly be involved in civic things that I want to do.

“People are calling me and asking me to join boards and work with them. And now I’m able to pick and choose what I want. I haven’t made any decisions yet, but it will still be exciting.”

Q: So you’re not retiring in the full sense?
A: “I’m not retiring in any manner. That’s not me. I have to keep busy and I think I’d lose my mind if I weren’t busy so that’s what I want to do.”

Q: Do you expect the new mayor (Chuck Cahn) to be in touch with you? Especially since he’s a political novice?
A: “I would hope if he has any questions or if I could be of service I would be available. It’s going to be up to him. Of course, he’ll bring in his own people, which is the right thing to do. But I would be available to help if I have to.”

Q:
Could you point to any particular accomplishment that you’re most proud of? Or one that would define your many years of service?
A: “That’s a tough one. Because there have been so many things that we’ve been able to accomplish. And it’s not that I’ve been able to accomplish things by myself. It’s because of the staff that I have. The department heads and the people who work in public works. They’re all part of the accomplishments that have happened to me and to Cherry Hill.

“It’s hard to pinpoint any one thing because so many have happened, but I think one of the biggest things I can say is the Recycle Bank. People clamored for it around the township and it’s given Cherry Hill state and national recognition. We are probably the greenest community in the state of New Jersey.

“Sustainability has been a big issue, especially over the last few years because it’s saved us hundreds of thousands of dollars. We’ve also done things for all segments of the community — our youth, senior citizens and everybody in between. I think we’ve touched the lives of just about everyone in Cherry Hill.”

Q:
What kind of changes have you seen throughout the township over the years?
A: “The changes have been mindboggling. But Cherry Hill has changed for the better. When I moved here Kings Highway was two lanes. There were farms all around. Today, Cherry Hill is probably about 95 percent developed, maybe more. You don’t have the flexibility about what you’re going to do in the future. It’s all about redevelopment now.

“There’s no building from the ground up unless you tear down and build from the ground up.”

Q: So the town is almost fully developed. Is that a good thing?
A: “Well, as we all know, Cherry Hill is the epicenter of South Jersey. There’s no question about it. It’s the place to do business and have a business. It’s the financial center of South Jersey. But the fact that it is 95 percent developed I think it beneficial for us. Cherry Hill is no longer a bedroom community.”

Q:
There have been some controversial issues over the years. Could you talk, first, about the library?
A: “That wasn’t my project. It was planned, and all the contracts were signed, before I took office in 2002. Council passed the bond for $20 million in 2001. I probably would have done something differently, yes. The library is a beautiful building, but it’s not efficient heat-wise or electric-wise. In some people’s mind we had a beautiful library before. Others thought the old one wasn’t that nice. And it was decided that it wouldn’t be feasible to fix up the old one.

“But I don’t know if we needed a library of the magnitude that was built.”

Q:
When you did take office and construction began on the library, you fired Marlton-based Hill International, a construction management firm. They then sued the township. What happened there?
A: “Hill International were project managers. They had an open-ended contract for a half-million dollars that could have escalated tremendously. We were sued and we settled the lawsuit for about $130,000. We then turned the project over to our construction department and used them as the project manager and saved a lot of money.

“The library is well used but it’s also underused. They aren’t going out trying to get people to rent the meeting rooms in the library.”

Q:
Taxes?
A: “As you know, the tax bill now has five lines on it. It used to have four: it’s the school district, the county, the fire district and the townshhip. And now there’s a fifth line: the library, which has a yearly operating budget of more than $5 million.

“We have successfully held the line to the best of our ability on taxes. No one except the people in this administration saw the economic decline coming. We saw it coming and we took steps to manage to get through this economic decline. When I took office we had 351 people working in the township. We now have 291 people working.

“And we haven’t cut services. We have the best school district in the state and you have to pay for that and that is the biggest portion of the tax bill. I believe about 56 to 58 percent of the tax bill. The township gets about 14 percent and when you think of what you get for that 14 percent you got a good deal in Cherry Hill. If we could control the school taxes better that would help. But don’t forget we’re getting hit from every place in reductions in state aid and aid coming from other places.”

Q:
The vacations to Florida? Being out of touch with the township?
A: “Being mayor of a community like Cherry Hill is 24/7 no matter how you cut it. It’s a job that demands your time, sometimes when you don’t want to give it. Or when you’re enjoying your personal life, taking your wife to a show and you get called and you have to come back. It’s 24/7 and that’s what it’s been all my life.

“Any quote unquote vacation I ever took was never a true vacation because this was always with me. (He picks up his cell phone) Not only one, but two. And my staff was able to reach me 24/7 no matter where I was. So it’s never been a true vacation.”

Q:
Transparency? There have been times when even council members have said you weren’t as up front as you could have been.
A: “I believe this administration has been the most transparent administration this township has had in a long time. We have always acted when issues were brought to our attention and we always acted in good faith.”

Q:
The proposed Regis Academy Charter School?
A: “With the type of school district Cherry Hill has, we don’t need a charter school. There are places for charter schools. Also, the charter school will siphon $1.9 million from the school budget. If they siphon that off, you’re going to have larger classes and you’re going to have less teachers and less of everything.

“I guess the biggest issue I have is the separation of church and state, because Pastor Amir Khan said in an article that the school is going to pay $550,000 a year in rent to the (former Holy Rosary) church.

“Now, that is taxpayer money going to support a religious institution. Plus, there’s no accountability system in place. And the Department of Education has been putting up roadblocks. There’s a lot to be desired there.”

Q:
How have you left the township for the new mayor?
A: “I believe that I’m leaving a very, very steady ship in terms of everything. After the economic decline and what we’ve been through and looking forward I think we’re leaving a ship that will weather anything in the future.

“There are things in the future that will have to be done because we’re so developed. Tearing down buildings, building new ones. Putting the right companies and businesses in the right places. We have gone through a tough economic time, but I see a light at the end of the tunnel. Things are going to get better.

“When I walk out of here it will be with my head held high. I think we’ve done a good job. I don’t have anything to be ashamed of.”

Q: Finally, why just ‘Bernie’?
A: “I always tell people that titles will come and go. But you can never take my name away from me. People will call me Mr. Mayor or Mr. Platt, and I say, ‘No, it’s Bernie. That’s my name.’”

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