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A group of elected officials from South Jersey have blasted U.S. Sen. Frank Lautenberg for raising concerns over a proposed merger of Rutgers-Camden and Rowan University.

In a letter released this morning, the group derides Lautenberg's recent call for a federal review of the merger, calling his remarks "uninformed and vengeful," "utterly false," and "bizarre and misguided."

Lautenberg on Monday asked the U.S. Secretary of Education to review the merger due to the potential impact on "thousands of students receiving federal financial aid." The senator also cited a "disturbing allegation" that the controversial merger was intended to shore up the creditworthiness of Rowan and Cooper University Hospital, which are partners in a medical school being built in Camden.

Lautenberg's call was welcomed by critics of the merger proposal, including students, faculty and alumni at Rutgers-Camden.

But in today's letter, the local officials said the merger "has nothing to do with the funding of the medical school," and everything to do with Rutgers-Camden serving as a "cash cow" for North Jersey interests. They asserted the only reason for Lautenberg's "offensive" remarks is that the senator "is trying to avenge past political differences."

Lautenberg has fought with Gov. Chris Christie, who has vowed to make the merger happen. He also clashed with South Jersey's Democratic organization when Rep. Rob Andrews, D-Haddon Heights, unsuccessfully challenged him in a primary race in 2008.

The letter was signed by eight state senators, 12 Assembly members and local officials including mayors Dana Redd of Camden, Chuck Cahn of Cherry Hill and David Meyer of Gloucester Township.The state legislators Senate President Stephen Sweeney, D-West Deptford; Assembly Majority Leader Louis D. Greenwald, D-Voorhees; as well as Camden's state legislators - Sen. Donald Norcross and Assemblymen Gilbert "Whip" Wilson and Angel Fuentes.

