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ABSTRACT 

Since the mid-20th century demographic and economic changes have left older 

post-industrial American cities located amidst fragmented metropolitan areas and has 

resulted in the loss of political power accompanied by loss of economic wealth.  This has 

left urban centers in the Northeast and Midwest United States in various states of decline.  

Located within the sixth largest metropolitan area in the country, the City of Camden, 

New Jersey is one of America’s most distressed cities.  During the longest period of 

decline and de-industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s, Camden lost nearly half of its 

industrial job base, more than other de-industrializing American cities and over one-third 

of its population.  Currently, Camden’s circumstances related to concentrated poverty, 

unemployment, failing schools and a crumbling infrastructure typify the worst 

consequences of urban decline.  

The Municipal Rehabilitation and Economic Recovery Act (“Camden Recovery 

Act”) passed in 2002 was state-level legislation designed to intervene in Camden’s 

municipal operations and re-structure economic development in the city in a way not seen 

since the Great Depression.  Through the Camden Recovery Act, New Jersey’s state 

government pumped tens of millions of dollars in additional spending into Camden for 

the purpose of re-positioning the city in the region through large-scale comprehensive 

redevelopment plans.  In the process they took over virtually the entire decision-making 

apparatus and excluded Camden’s municipal government from all but basic day-to-day 

governing decisions.  Largely, the approach was in response to the various agendas and 

interests that influenced the Recovery Act: state legislators with regional agendas, county 
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public officials seeking to bring more public investment to the city, and institutions in 

Camden working to revitalize the city.   

The politics of economic recovery in Camden lends to the discussion around the 

political future of older postindustrial cities in several ways.  Primarily it illustrates 

political solutions to urban decline found at the state level with the support of a regional 

political coalition of urban and suburban lawmakers.  Indeed, as the national economy in 

the United States has worsened in recent years, the fiscal health of cities has brought a 

renewed focus on the relationship between state and local governments.  The case of 

Camden makes several points of comparison with state takeovers in similarly sized and 

situated cities.  Critics of state takeovers point out that they are unconstitutional and call 

into question the imposition of state-appointed managers to take over control from 

democratically elected public officials, while proponents say it is the only way to get 

local government’s fiscal house in order.  However similar, Camden’s takeover was more 

comprehensive than recent municipal bankruptcies and its redevelopment plans 

underscore the challenges faced in urban revitalization between the goals of efficiency 

and the values of democratic accountability.     
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CHAPTER 1                                                                                                
INTRODUCTION:  WHAT IS THE POLITICAL FUTURE OF CITIES? 

 
 

Since the mid-20th century demographic and economic changes have left older 

post-industrial American cities located amidst fragmented metropolitan areas with 

diminished political representation in state and federal governments as redistricting 

corresponded to shifting populations (Teaford 1990; Caraley 1992; Weir 1996; Wolman 

et al. 2004).  Gone are the days when cities were part of political coalitions and could 

exercise their power to promote pro-urban policies (Wier 1996; Wolman et al. 2004).  

Indeed, going back five decades, the origins of this shift in the 1950s and 60s signaled the 

end of cities as electoral powerhouses (Sugrue 1996).  President Richard Nixon’s “silent 

majority” and the Reagan Democrats marked a significant electoral change in the United 

States toward suburban and southern political power (Mollenkopf 1983; Gainsborough 

2001).   

As a result, this loss of political power accompanied by a loss of economic wealth 

among aging industrial urban centers in the Northeast and Midwest United States has left 

many of those cities in various states of decline (Bluestone and Harrison 1982; Teaford 

1990; Sugrue 1996; Wilson 1996).  Many cities are chronically faced with what Peter 

Dreier, John Mollenkopf and Todd Swanstrom (2001) call the “iron cage of municipal 

finance.”  They point out that older, post-industrial cities face increasing fiscal costs due 

to the growing burdens of social problems and an aging infrastructure, often carrying the 

obligation for their metropolitan area, but are without a sufficient tax base and the ability 

to share the costs with their region.  This leaves us asking the questions: What is the 

political future of America’s aging cities?  How can cities overcome this shift in political 
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power and be part of new political coalitions? Can a renewed pro-urban agenda in 

government help aging post-industrial cities to reverse the problems caused by decline?  

What are the effective political strategies to address decline and its related social 

problems in aging, postindustrial cities?  At what level of government is it most 

appropriate to implement these political strategies?   

These are important questions for the political future of cities and for metropolitan 

areas containing declining cities, including many Northeastern and Midwestern regions.  

Three of the top five largest metropolitan areas in 2010 included postindustrial cities in 

the Northeast and Midwest (2010 Census).  Moreover, within these large metropolitan 

areas are many smaller post-industrial cities that historically held important roles in their 

region.  The city of Camden, New Jersey, is one such city.     

Located within the sixth largest metropolitan area in the country, Camden, New 

Jersey is one of America’s most distressed cities.  The City of Camden has been ranked 

as the poorest city in the state and the second poorest in the country over the past decade 

and for several years was named the least safe city in America (Most Dangerous/Safest 

State Award, 2005). Camden’s internal capacity to affect political change has been 

impacted significantly since World War II from population and job loss resulting from 

de-industrialization.  During the longest period of decline and de-industrialization in the 

1960s and 1970s, Camden lost nearly half of its industrial job base, more than other de-

industrializing cities in the Northeast and Midwest and over one third of its population 

(Gillette 2005, 42-43).    Currently, Camden’s circumstances related to concentrated 

poverty, unemployment, failing schools and a crumbling infrastructure typify the worst 

consequences of urban decline.  Over one-third of the population lives below the poverty 
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line and approximately one in five adults is unemployed (CamConnect, 2012).  The drug 

trade in Camden is estimated to do $100 million in business every year, an amount equal 

to the Camden city government’s entire yearly budget at the start of the last decade 

(Rodrick 2004).  

However, Camden also has a number of assets to build from toward revitalization 

of the city.  Foremost among Camden’s assets is its proximity within the sixth largest 

metropolitan area in the country, its location on the Delaware River waterfront, along 

major highways, and its proximity to Center City Philadelphia (Nowak 2005).  Hoping to 

capitalize on some of Camden’s assets, address years of decline, and address Camden’s 

role within the region, in 2002 the State of New Jersey passed the Municipal 

Rehabilitation and Economic Recovery Act (MRERA).  The “Camden Recovery Act”, as 

the act is known, was designed to pump $175 million in state money into Camden over a 

five-year period.  Essentially, the Camden Recovery Act has been viewed as a 

comprehensive, state government-initiated plan to impact Camden’s place in the region 

by further helping to revive a long-struggling city (Ott 2002b; Ung 2003). 

The politics of economic recovery regarding Camden and the MRERA lends to 

the discussion around the political future of older postindustrial cities by demonstrating 

political solutions to urban decline found at the state level with the support of a regional 

political coalition of urban and suburban lawmakers.  The Recovery Act and economic 

recovery in Camden is also an example of bringing the state back into urban economic 

development through a comprehensive approach not seen recently in other postindustrial 

cities.  As the national economy in the United States has worsened in recent years, the 

fiscal health of cities has brought a renewed focus on the relationship between state and 
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local governments.  Within the last year, cities like Harrisburg, PA, Flint, MI and Central 

Falls, RI have become subject to greater state oversight due to fiscal insecurity (Fletcher 

2011; Niedowski 2011).  Similar to Camden there are proponents and opponents of state 

government oversight.  Critics of those takeovers point out the state takeovers are 

unconstitutional and call into question the imposition of a state-appointed manger to take 

over control from democratically elected public officials, while proponents say it is the 

only way to get local government’s fiscal house in order (Sands 2012).  However similar, 

Camden’s takeover was more comprehensive than any of the recent municipal 

bankruptcies and its redevelopment plans underscore the challenges faced in urban 

revitalization between the goals of efficiency and the values of democratic accountability.     

The example of Camden is an important one because it highlights the substantial 

issues involved with plans to help a significantly declining older post-industrial city 

return from years of decline.  Even though Camden is clearly a secondary city, virtually 

all older postindustrial cities, particularly in the Northeast and Midwest, have been 

affected by changes that have left them less politically effective in terms of being part of 

coalitions on the state or federal level to pass pro-urban legislation.  Therefore, 

understanding what has taken place in the City of Camden, the region and the state of 

New Jersey in recent years contributes to understanding the political challenges facing 

older cities and how they may be answered in general.    

 

Literature Review 

Many policies directed toward reversing urban decline in older post-industrial 

cities have dealt primarily with the economic circumstances of cities, following the 
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widely held belief that cities are locked within a structure where government decisions 

are dictated by the need for economic development to sustain them and support a viable 

tax base (Peterson 1981).  Much of this economic development has been focused on the 

central business districts of cities attempting to build on the proliferation of office jobs 

and amenities for downtown residents and tourists alike (Frieden and Sagalyn 1989; 

Teaford 1990).  Indeed, the state-level imposed takeovers of cities in the past two decades 

were justified by the need for greater fiscal health in cities and in most cases to make 

smaller cities more attractive for downtown business development.   

However, critics of the downtown development approach point out that a rising 

tide does not necessarily lift all boats where there are no effective mechanisms for 

redistributing wealth generated by economic development policy (Fainstein and Gray 

1995; Furdell et al. 2005).  Unemployment, poverty and related social dislocations 

continue to exist in urban neighborhoods, further marginalizing residents in 

circumstances of political impotency. In part, this has led to a focus on mobilizing 

capacity within cities, such as through non-profits, community based organizations and 

community development corporations (Vidal 1992; Stoecker 1997).  The goal in this 

approach is to develop community capacity in order to create jobs, train people for the 

new economy, encourage networks of social capital, empower residents, and advocate to 

government for policies that sustain urban communities and reverse decline (Kretzman 

and McKnight 1993; Gittell and Vidal 1998).     

The literature points out that essentially all post-industrial cities have tried for 

decades to affect urban decline through policies directed toward urban economic renewal, 

zoning, community capacity building and workforce development.  By and large, even in 
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light of some reversal of urban decline during the 1990s, this approach has been unable to 

stem population loss or address the social, fiscal and political challenges caused by urban 

decline in older post-industrial cities (Goldsmith 1997).  A successful series of 

development policies for cities slows decline or contributes to relative gains (such as 

revitalizing downtowns), but it does not reverse overall decline (Euchner and McGovern 

2003). 

Those confounded by the limitations faced by older, post-industrial cities to stem 

decline have contributed to a revival of the discussion of regional political solutions to 

urban problems.  Thus, a focus on various types of regional political coalitions at the state 

or federal level, or more formal attempts at regional governance have received attention 

among scholars and policymakers since the late 1980s (Frisken and Norris 2001).  One 

reason for the renewed attention on this approach to urban politics is the challenge posed 

by the fragmented political terrain of metropolitan areas and the politics of suburban 

interests that are often at odds with the needs of aging cities (Teaford 1979; Weir 2000).  

Others have pointed out that urban dislocation has been kept in place over the past forty 

years by policies and practices that isolate cities, particularly along lines of race and 

socioeconomic class (Gillette 2005).   

Overall, most regional models focus either around a new regional governing 

entity, the role of the federal government in mandating regionalism, or attempts at 

building broader coalitions by organizing other local governments facing similar 

problems (Dreier, Mollenkopf and Swanstrom 2001; Frisken and Norris 2001).  Some 

municipal governments have pursued and have had limited success in forming regional 

pro-urban coalitions between cities and inner-ring suburbs in state legislatures (Orfield 
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1997; Gainsborough 2001b; Wolman et al. 2004).  Other cities have looked toward 

regional policies and practices that seek to expand the boundaries of cities through 

consolidation or annexation, or issue-specific regional cooperation with suburban 

neighbors primarily to address concerns of economic inequality, sprawl and housing 

segregation by race and socioeconomic class (Orfield 1997, 2002; Rusk 1995, 1999; 

Savitch and Vogel 2000; Dreier, Mollenkopf and Swanstrom 2001; Carr and Feiock 

2004).  This is due in part, scholars point out, to an era of devolving government 

responsibility and funding, as federal government programs to aid cities have declined 

since the Great Society programs of the 1960s (Caraley 1992).  As a result, more 

responsibility has shifted to state governments to help localities deal with changing 

economic and social circumstances (Brennan and Hoene 2004).   

However, the general discourse on regional political solutions lacks widespread 

empirical evidence that comprehensive regional political solutions work for older, post-

industrial cities. The often-cited examples of Portland, Oregon and the Twin Cities in 

Minnesota point to models of issue-specific regional solutions, such as regional land use, 

tax sharing and public transportation policies (Orfield 1997; Weir 2000).  Even these 

examples have largely not stood the test of time as support for regional governance has 

faded.    

The apparent hole in the literature because of a lack of examples illustrating real, 

workable political solutions at the state government level points out the need for further 

research on the future of older, postindustrial cities. One point in the debate over the 

future of cities has to do with the role of state governments in instituting political 

solutions to help cities.  Both David Rusk (1997) and Myron Orfield (2002) recognize 
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that state government has an important role to play in regional solutions, largely because 

they have the redistributive capacity and the constitutional power to do so.  However, 

discussion of the most effective mechanisms for addressing the future of post-industrial 

cities aside, there is a lack of empirical evidence of state-level initiated regional 

cooperation, thereby impeding further theorizing.   

 

The Camden Experience 

Analyzing the City of Camden as a case study in urban decline and renewal can 

provide insights into the important processes of how and why political solutions to urban 

problems occur.  What is perhaps most striking is that the MRERA was ever passed in 

the first place, especially with the intention of aiding a city like Camden.  Animosity on 

the part of suburban residents toward the city of Camden has had a long history, going 

back several decades (Gillette 2003).  

An alternative to many of the arguments presented so far in regard to both internal 

and regional politics may be found in the case study of the city of Camden, New Jersey.  

Camden’s experience reveals several potential examples for the politics of economic 

recovery in older, post-industrial cities.  In particular, the following research investigates 

the politics of the Camden Recovery legislation both on a statewide level and within 

Camden and the trade-offs of revitalization in the city.  The research will look at two 

related points.   First, the Camden Recovery Act points out the importance of state 

government in implementing pro-urban policy with regional support.  The Camden 

Recovery Act was passed in the New Jersey legislature by a bipartisan coalition of urban 

and suburban lawmakers.  On the surface, one reason for this is an attempt to re-
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conceptualize the city of Camden from a place to be feared, derided, and isolated, to a 

place that can act as an anchor in the county, region and state (Hammer Siler George 

Associates 2003a, 2003b; Ridgway 2004).  Moreover, what appears to be a new approach 

to coalition building on the state government level may help to understand strategies for 

pro-urban policies and the political future of aging post-industrial cities.  Wolman et al. 

(2004), suggest that there are several types of state legislative coalitions that have 

historically helped cities to overcome their political minority position in state legislatures.  

Of these, party-imposed and governor-brokered coalitions have most often been the 

reason for pro-urban policies.  However, the Camden Recovery Act may indicate a new 

strategy for coalition building built on regional interests on the part of state lawmakers 

combined with other previously used strategies, such as ad-hoc logrolling.  Based on an 

analysis of voting records for the MRERA in 2002 in the State Senate and Assembly, 

Democrats and Republicans in the Senate were evenly divided (20-20) though seven 

Republicans voted along with Democrats.  In the Assembly, Democrats were in the 

majority (44-36) but four Republicans voted for the bill as well (Senate and General 

Assembly Role Call Votes for S428 passed 6/27/02 and A2054 passed 6/30/02). 

Therefore, the Camden Recovery Act does not appear to be simply a party-

imposed coalition.  Instead, due to the apparent uniformity of voting along geographic 

lines, with Republicans around urban centers voting along with Democrats, lawmakers 

were thinking regionally and pro-urban.  Similarly, deliberation about pro-urban policies 

in the state spanned the administrations of three governors and it was the leadership of 

the state Senate, not the governor’s office, which led to the final legislation.  Overall, this 
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can contribute to our understanding and the arguments in the literature as to how pro-

urban state coalitions with a regional orientation are formed.    

Secondly, as critics of the MRERA point out, the legislation does not come 

without costs for the city (Knoche 2005).  It seems that by looking at Camden’s 

experience thus far we can gain insight into the paradox of economic development within 

a democracy.  Economic development is achieved most often in situations where there is 

efficiency and a centralized system of decision-making.  A key aspect of the Camden 

Recovery Act is that the state government set out to re-organize governance in the city of 

Camden, mainly by creating a subsidiary corporation, the Camden Recovery Board, to 

carry out the intent of the legislation in such a way that it took authority away from the 

mayor and city council and gave it to a Governor appointed administrator.  This was so 

that after five years the financial and economic situation of Camden would be much 

improved and be able to operate independent of significant state aid.  Partly, this move 

was ostensibly out of concern for a legacy of corruption in the city but it was also to re-

assure lawmakers, the business community and suburban constituencies that Camden 

government was going to be more efficient and effective.  However, this need for 

efficiency was sought in lieu of popular sovereignty, an essential element of any healthy 

democracy.  This is all to ask, does this reveal that in particularly desperate economic, 

social, and political situations autocracy (even if benign) needs to pre-empt democracy?  

What are the pre-conditions for democratic participation in a state takeover like 

Camden’s?  Can inclusive re-development be a reality for economically strapped cities 

like Camden?  If so, what would it look like?  And if not, what are the consequences of 

legislation like the Camden Recovery Act?    
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Research Design 

This is a qualitative research project that relies on documentary and archival data 

and semi-structured elite interviews.  The research includes analysis of primary and 

secondary data in the form of documents from the state legislature dealing with the 

Camden Recovery Act along with legislative voting records and the MRERA itself, 

review of press reports (newspapers, magazines, trade journals) having to do with the 

MRERA and the redevelopment of the city of Camden, planning reports done on the city 

of Camden in recent years, reports from community non-profits, and demographic and 

economic data for the city of Camden.  The analysis of these primary and secondary 

documents traced the development of the legislation and the evolution of the agenda in 

the state legislature and gives a context for the Camden Recovery Act.   

I interviewed various state and county legislators (or their staff) including State 

Senators Martha Bartch (co-sponsor of the bill), State Assemblyman Louis Greenwald 

(sponsored an Assembly version of the MRERA), Camden County Freeholder Jeffrey 

Nash who coordinated many of the meetings leading to the MRERA and wrote early 

drafts of what was later incorporated into the state Senate bill, and State Senator John 

Adler.  I also interviewed persons knowledgeable about the legislation and Camden 

politics and relied on archived interviews of the legislation’s architect, State Senator 

Wayne Bryant. 

The structure of the dissertation includes a history of the City of Camden. After a 

series of unsuccessful renewal policies and Camden’s more recent, but short-lived 

takeover by the State of New Jersey to try to address decades of changes that left the city 

unable to deal with some of the root causes of decline, it is important to appreciate the 
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challenges of such legislation through the lens of Camden’s history.  The second chapter 

provides an understanding of Camden’s historical role in the region, the dynamic of the 

city-county relationship, and the series of renewal approaches over decades used to help 

Camden.  Moreover, it presents a context for the Camden Recovery Act, its rationale, and 

assessment of its ultimate success or failure for the city and the region.           

 The third chapter examines state government involvement in the City of Camden 

from 1992-2002 leading to the 2002 Camden Recovery Act, as well as, how and why the 

Camden Recovery Act was passed and its importance to the City of Camden, the state of 

New Jersey, and the region.  The chapter covers various state-level policy approaches to 

Camden from 1992-2002 and pays special attention to the competing solutions, from 

fixing Camden’s structural challenges, to focusing on increased governing capacity with 

the goal of fiscal independence from the state government.   

The fourth chapter discusses the limited role of Camden government and politics 

in the redevelopment plans, including existing redevelopment efforts and alternatives to 

the MRERA, along with the policy goals of the MRERA and analysis of developments in 

Camden since it was enacted. It also describes several ways in which MRERA was 

intended to strengthen the processes of municipal government, but in fact, weakened it, 

including decisions about allocating the Recovery Act funding made by the Chief 

Operating Officer (COO) in conjunction with the state Economic Recovery Board, 

removing those critical decisions from municipal government.  Rather than empowering 

Camden political and administrative leaders to manage the redevelopment of their city, 

this structure took the important decisions out of their hands and gave Camden yet 

another experience of dependency on outsiders.   
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The fifth chapter analyzes some of the issues related to democratic participation 

and government capacity in Camden.  In particular, attention is given to the consequences 

of the state takeover for democracy at various levels, including not only the “input” to 

democracy such as voting but also the pre-conditions to democracy such as the 

institutional capacity of government to govern effectively.  

Finally, the dissertation concludes with a chapter analyzing lessons learned for the 

future political dynamics of Camden and similarly situated cities in the United States.          
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CHAPTER 2  
HISTORY OF THE CITY OF CAMDEN, NEW JERSEY 

 
 

Introduction 
 
For nearly its entire history, the City of Camden, New Jersey played a pivotal role 

in the area of southern New Jersey and the Delaware Valley region.  While holding a 

unique, and often secondary, role to the City of Philadelphia, Camden was known from 

the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth for its commercial and industrial strength.  

Beginning in the 1950s, however, early signs of urban decline signaled what would be a 

dramatic shift for the city.  Employers and residents left Camden in large numbers from 

the 1950s to the 1970s as the tax base dwindled and the public costs to sustain the city 

rose significantly.  By the 1980s, Camden became a national symbol of urban decline 

racked by deindustrialization, population loss, and the social problems related to crime 

and poverty. What is the explanation for such a change?  How did Camden’s rise and fall 

contribute to its current set of challenges?  Paradoxically, the questions pertaining to 

Camden’s decline and potential for renewal can be found in part in the city’s history. 

Beginning with the area’s role as an entryway into southern New Jersey, to an exchange 

point for the region’s agricultural wealth, Camden City’s impressive industrialization, 

and just as quickly its dramatic de-industrialization, and finally the shift in political and 

economic power away from Camden City provides the context for the current debates 

about renewal and economic recovery.   

From about the time of the first European settlements in the Delaware Valley, the 

area that later became Camden City was an entryway between southern New Jersey and 

Philadelphia.  In the seventeenth century, settlement of the “third tract”, including present 
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day Camden and Gloucester counties, first began with Irish Quakers in the navigable land 

with proximity to Philadelphia.  Farmsteads along the Delaware River were the terminus 

points for roads and established crossing points to ferry people from New Jersey to 

Philadelphia.  As early as 1682, West Jersey Quakers from the riverfront of William 

Cooper in present day Camden City were ferried regularly to Quaker communities in 

Philadelphia (Prowell 1886, 404).   

Further settlement throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries resulted in 

a network of farming communities in the western parts of southern New Jersey that were 

connected by a series of roads to present day Camden City.  In the nineteenth century, 

Camden became the starting and ending point for railroads traveling throughout southern 

New Jersey.  Camden also became the route connecting New York City to Philadelphia 

through a connection of railroad lines and steam ferries (Raible 29).   This established the 

city as a point of exchange with the quickly expanding region and created a network of 

“historic, social, economic and cultural ties between Philadelphia and Camden” that 

“would remain a constant characteristic of the county’s development.” (Dorwart 19).  In 

turn, by the twentieth century the City of Camden continued to develop as a result of its 

strategic location and became an industrial powerhouse within the region. 

However, with the city still going strong in the first three decades of the twentieth 

century, there were some early noticeable signs of weakening.  Growth of the suburbs 

around Camden City offered an alternative to the increasingly dense city.  Employers in 

Camden experienced the downside of national economic trends and balanced 

sustainability within Camden City with the growing number of competing business 

environments in the region and throughout the country.  The growing use of the 
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automobile and the system of car and truck transportation encouraged by the Benjamin 

Franklin Bridge and an expanding system of highways across Camden County also 

facilitated the demise of Camden City.  By the mid-twentieth century Camden city 

reached its height of economic and political power in southern New Jersey.  The attempt 

to reverse early signs of decline came in the form of the Greater Camden Movement.  

The Greater Camden Movement was designed to open up Camden County to further 

development as suburbs were planned out and accessible first by a daily schedule of 

trains and later by the automobile use and a system of roads.  But the movement also 

intended to keep the city connected to the county and the region and to continue the 

historic relationship of Camden City as a critical link between southern New Jersey and 

opportunities beyond the area.   

This remained a theme to renewal policies for the city as well.  Until the 1960s, 

Camden City had been the seat of political power for the county and an important 

destination for commerce and employment for area residents and businesses.  The final 

decline of the city of Camden came as a combination of failures, foremost among them 

the inability of the city to remain central to the region as a residential, business, and 

entertainment destination.  The Delaware Bridge (later Benjamin Franklin Bridge) 

connecting the city of Camden to Philadelphia in the 1920s along with a system of 

boulevards and highways bisected and bypassed the city.  Housing policies and de-

industrialization encouraged flight of residents to newly built suburbs in the region.  The 

shift in political power from city to county not only resulted from population loss in the 

city, but long standing practices of constituency building through expanding government 

services and public employment that ultimately left the city politically and financially 
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strained.  The final nail in Camden’s coffin came with the dramatic events of the riots of 

1971.  The city’s further decline in the 1970s and 1980s contributed to Camden’s 

diminished importance within the region aggravated by a growing racialized politics in 

South Jersey (Gillette 2005, 40-42).  By the late 1970s, Camden’s political and economic 

decline was complete. 

Unlike other postindustrial cities during the 1980s and 1990s, Camden did not 

rebound by building on its assets to attract new industries and people to its locale.  

Instead, the region spread further away from Camden economically, socially, and 

politically.  This left the city government with fewer and fewer resources to deal with 

increasing obligations.  As a result, State oversight grew as State dollars increased to the 

city and suburban leaders from across the state tired of failed attempts to aid Camden.  

This meant less real control by local public officials at a time when they were trying 

various ways to address challenges to the city.   

After a series of unsuccessful renewal policies, today Camden is faced with a 

takeover by the State of New Jersey to try to address decades of changes that left the city 

unable to deal with some of the root causes of decline and to develop strategies for 

revitalization and it is important to appreciate the challenges of such legislation through 

the lens of Camden’s history.  An understanding of Camden’s historical role in the 

region, the dynamic of the city-county relationship, and the series of renewal approaches 

used to help Camden can provide a context for the Camden Recovery Act, its rationale, 

and its ultimate success or failure for the city and the region.           
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The Establishment of Camden City and Early Industrialization 

Beginning in the seventeenth century with the first European settlement in the 

Delaware Valley, the area of western New Jersey, or West Jersey, from the Delaware 

River east and south of present day Camden City was included in Gloucester County, 

containing the towns of Gloucestertown (later Gloucester City), Woodbury, and 

Haddonfield.  At first, for those living in these towns Burlington City was the provincial 

capital.  By 1686, a slight shift in power took place resulting from a compromise that was 

reached to establish a new county seat for Gloucester County further south from 

Burlington City and rotate Court sessions and government responsibilities between the 

lower precincts of Gloucester County and the newly formed Gloucestertown in the upper 

precincts along the Delaware River.  In time, the development of Gloucestertown further 

set into motion an eventual shift of power away from areas of West Jersey that were 

further south and inland from present day Camden, including the towns of Woodbury and 

Red Bank.  The rising importance of Gloucestertown, and later Camden, placed an 

emphasis on development along the Delaware River and contributed to West Jersey’s 

commercial importance in the region. 

By the mid-1690s, Gloucestertown became the exclusive county seat of 

government for Gloucester County.  The small collection of buildings quickly took on the 

requirements of a growing political and commercial life.  Gloucester County government 

“ordered construction of a courthouse, jail, whipping post, and stocks.” (Dorwart 22).  

Efforts also commenced to survey lots for houses, a central market square, and roads 

from the Delaware River to points through the center of town and to outlying areas.   
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For the next century, the upper precinct of Gloucester County dominated southern 

New Jersey’s1 political and economic life as Gloucestertown further grew and linked 

New Jersey farming communities to Philadelphia through a series of ferry operations.   

However, the importance of Gloucestertown would eventually be eclipsed by 

other activities to its north along the Delaware River.  By the end of the eighteenth 

century, Cooper’s ferry landing in present day Camden City became known for shuttling 

people and goods back and forth from Philadelphia and to farms along the tidal 

waterways and became a key to the development of the region. 

To understand the importance of southern New Jersey, and particularly the area 

around Camden City, during the colonial period is to appreciate the natural geography 

and the access points by water and land into the region.  The area settled by the Cooper 

family, one of a number of influential and successful tidewater Quaker families, at the 

end of the seventeenth century became a strategic location for development.  The land 

that became known as Cooper’s point, in the area of the present-day Benjamin Franklin 

Bridge, is where a large tidal river named after the Cooper family emptied into the 

Delaware River.  Cooper’s Creek gave efficient access to settlers seven miles upriver, 

connecting the influential village of Haddonfield to the Delaware River and Philadelphia.  

Just south of Cooper’s Creek is Newton Creek, another navigable waterway connecting 

inland farmsteads to the Delaware River.  The land between Cooper’s and Newton’s 

Creek made up Newton Township and filled out a significant portion of the developed 

farmland in the northern townships of Gloucester County.  In this way, the presence of 

navigable river ways that gave access to desirable farmland and to markets for farm 

                                                
1 In 1703, West Jersey and East Jersey were united into the royal colony of New Jersey. 



 

 20 

goods, especially across the river in Philadelphia, added to the early strategic location of 

present day Camden City.      

The trade between Philadelphia and New Jersey later depended on a series of 

roads between riverfront ferries, such as Cooper’s Ferry, and interior towns including 

Burlington, Mt. Holly, Moorestown, Haddonfield, Chews Landing, Woodbury, Salem, 

and others (Raible 27).  Some roads, such as the Haddonfield Road, Burlington Road and 

Camden-Salem Road connected towns directly to the Delaware waterfront.  Others, such 

as the “Great Road” and later the Kings Highway ran on a north-south axis and connected 

to riverfront roads in various villages and towns along the way (Dorwart and Mackey 

1976, 12-13).  Either way, the network of roads spanning parts of western New Jersey 

placed a critical importance on their relationship to the Delaware waterfront and over 

time changed the landscape of southern New Jersey.    

Accordingly, there are several reasons why by the end of the eighteenth century 

Gloucestertown lost its hold on political and economic power and was eclipsed by other 

towns in south Jersey, including Camden City.  First, the ferry landing in Gloucestertown 

was problematic in both accessing Philadelphia and the New Jersey interior.  The ferry 

service from Gloucestertown offered only an indirect route to Philadelphia through 

Southwark, a settlement nearly a mile south of Market Street and the center of colonial 

Philadelphia.  Moreover, on the New Jersey side of the Delaware River, Gloucestertown 

was less convenient to interior waterways and roads.  Gloucestertown was located on the 

north bank of the Big Timber Creek.  But the breadth of the creek and the large amounts 

of marshland made navigation through it and over it more difficult than in other 

waterways that emptied into the Delaware River.  Also, the main road that connected 
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Gloucestertown to Haddonfield and Kings Highway, with access to Salem in the south 

and Burlington in the north, was less direct than the main road that connected Cooper 

ferry to the same points.  Second, entrepreneurship on the part of a Philadelphia merchant 

named Jacob Cooper (descendant of the original Cooper family from Gloucester County) 

led to the planning and layout of Camden Town in 1771.  Jacob Cooper also opened up 

access to his brother’s, Daniel Cooper, ferry landing, connecting it more directly to 

interior roads.  Cooper’s ferry landing and Camden Town were able to bypass 

Gloucestertown in importance and convenience in movement between southern New 

Jersey towns and Philadelphia.  This set into motion Camden’s place originally as a 

suburb of Philadelphia and a significant access point to southern New Jersey.  Finally, 

due to political wrangling among Gloucester County residents, the county seat was 

moved from Gloucestertown to Woodbury, a town further south.  This move appeased 

some residents in southern townships in the county from petitioning to form their own 

county government, but also frustrated upper precinct residents who were further 

inconvenienced by having to travel longer distances to conduct business with the county 

government.  This move also meant that Quaker landowners seemingly lost control over 

government to non-Quaker leaders who were active in and around Woodbury (Dorwart 

2001, 45).   

Within several years, Camden’s economic development would collide with 

political necessity.  In 1818, Edward Sharp, an investor from Philadelphia bought a 

majority of Windmill Island in the Delaware River along with forty acres of riverfront 

property where he planned out “Camden Village” (Dorwart 2001, 49).  He planned to 

build a bridge connecting Windmill Island to building lots in Camden along with an 
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access road to facilitate greater travel to and from Philadelphia.  Unfortunately, for Sharp 

and other investors along the Delaware riverfront, they did not have enough support in 

the county because of historic sectional differences with the county seat in Woodbury to 

secure legislation to build the bridge.  This put into place a series of political movements 

ultimately resulting in Camden City becoming incorporated and the site for a new County 

government. 

After two failed attempts to force a countywide vote to move the Gloucester 

County seat of government from Woodbury to Camden Town, an influential group of 

land developers, merchants, and builders petitioned the state government for articles of 

incorporation.  On February 14, 1828 Camden began a new chapter of its history, 

incorporated as a city and a destination for business and pleasure in the region setting 

itself apart into the next century as a major nexus for steamboat and railroad travel.   

Along with the incorporation of Camden City and leading to the city’s rising 

importance was the creation of the Camden and Philadelphia Steamboat Ferry Company, 

connecting New York City to Philadelphia by a direct rail and ferry route.  The actual 

importance of this enterprise was not simply in the form of travel, but in the political 

connections across the state that it established for Gloucester County investors.  The 

parent company of the Camden and Philadelphia Steamboat Ferry Company was the 

Camden and Amboy Rail Road and Transportation Company that had a monopoly over 

rail and steam travel in New Jersey from New York City to Philadelphia.  The Camden 

and Amboy directors and investors became a powerful political ally for south Jersey 

Democrats in Camden City as battles persisted between Camden City Democrats and 

southern Gloucester County Whigs.   
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Just as Whig party residents located in rural areas south of Camden City opposed 

any attempt to move county government from Woodbury to Camden City, they also 

opposed any efforts to have Camden City and other towns in the northern precincts of 

Gloucester County form their own county.  Mainly this ongoing dispute over where 

government should be located had to do with two differing and often competing visions 

for the future of the region.  Woodbury Whigs, who dominated the townships in the 

southern parts of Gloucester County, favored a vision of farming communities located 

apart from the growing power of Philadelphia.  On the other hand, Camden City 

Democrats and others in the northern parts of the county favored commercial 

development along the Delaware River and the economic and social relationships 

between Philadelphia and southern New Jersey. 

On the side of Camden City Democrats and the vision of commercial 

development was the Camden and Amboy Rail Road and Transportation Company.  In 

fact, investors and managers of the railroad company were often one and the same 

influential residents of Camden City.  Even though the Whig party dominated county and 

state politics in the 1830s and 1840s, Camden City Democrats along with railroad and 

ferry interests successfully petitioned the state legislature in 1844 to establish a new 

county apart from Gloucester County.  The newly formed Camden County included the 

six northern townships from the old Gloucester County and the towns of Haddonfield, 

Gloucestertown, and Camden City (Boyer 1928, 21).                

As a result of Camden’s convenient position between Philadelphia and a growing 

network of southern New Jersey towns it attracted important residential, commercial, and 

eventually industrial investment.  Camden City’s strategic location led to growing 
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political and economic power in southern New Jersey and placed it in a unique position 

to expand into the nineteenth century.  Accordingly, the “location of the county 

government in Camden accelerated the riverfront city’s development as an antebellum 

manufacturing, business, and entertainment center, established already with the 

introduction of the steam ferry and the railroad.” (Dorwart 2001, 58).  Following the 

political battles of the 1830s and 1840s Camden City grew significantly in size and 

population.  Between 1830 and 1860, the population of Camden City grew by over 400 

percent from 3,298 to 14,358 (Dorwart 2001, 59).  Mainly this growth in population was 

due to Camden City serving two populations: initially acting as a suburban retreat for 

Philadelphians fleeing the congestion and crowded conditions across the Delaware river, 

and by the mid-eighteenth century, Camden City hosted several growing ethnic 

immigrant communities moving to the city to work in its expanding manufacturing 

sectors.   

Early commercial and industrial businesses ranging from textile to lumber to iron 

and pottery works were established in Camden after the 1830s.  The success of these 

early businesses encouraged later investors by the 1850s to settle in Camden City.  In 

1850, the Cooper’s Point Ferry Company was formed, followed two years later by the 

Camden and Atlantic Railroad Company.  In 1853 the two companies were consolidated 

and eventually provided combined train and ferry service between Philadelphia and 

Atlantic City.  Industry came to Camden in the 1850s as well, first with the Camden 

Rolling Mills Company in 1854 and the Esterbrook Steel Pen Factory in 1858.  The 

Esterbrook Steel Pen Company was the first pen manufacturer in the United States 

(Boyer 1928, 30-34).  
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 The Civil War benefited many Camden-area industries that were able to supply 

needed goods to the Union war effort and the period became an important turning point 

transforming the city into an industrial base for the region.  Army contracts with Camden 

City businesses to provide war material saved some from a recession beginning in the late 

1850s and turned other businesses into more fully developed industrial plants as the war 

effort demanded large-scale manufacturing and transformed the local economy.  Also, 

consolidation of some smaller businesses along with reorganization of others encouraged 

several Camden business enterprises along the road to full-scale industrialization 

(Dorwart 2001, 71).  Along with developing industrial enterprises, mobilizations during 

the Civil War led to a consolidation of financial institutions as “federally mandated 

consolidations made local banks into national institutions, established a stable currency, 

and provided the capital to expand the Philadelphia-Camden County metropolitan 

economy.” (Dorwart 2001, 72).        

   

Relationship Of Camden City And Camden County 

Since its incorporation, the City of Camden held a mutually beneficial 

relationship with the rural and suburban areas that were its neighbors.  The city’s early 

history was as an entryway into the southern New Jersey region by taking advantage of 

its strategic location along the Delaware River and directly across the river from 

downtown Philadelphia.  Camden connected interior towns to larger markets and 

sometimes to one another.  Over time, development of the rural areas of New Jersey 

provided more opportunities for Camden businesses and residents, especially as Camden 

grew in population and economic might.  Initially, roadways and later railways connected 
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towns as far east as Atlantic City to Camden bringing pleasure seeking passengers from 

across the region through Camden and its suburban communities.  These connections also 

brought agricultural and commercial goods to market in the city, adding to its importance 

in the region. 

Approaching the 20th century, the relationship between Camden City and Camden 

County as a metropolitan community became more attractive for the future of both the 

city and the suburbs.  Supporters of the idea of a county metropolitan community helped 

develop a vision of city-county integration to both benefit the city as the hub of activity 

and open the county to further development.  While this move toward city-county 

integration was not necessarily new given that the city and county were often symbiotic, 

by the end of the nineteenth century it took on a greater level of interest and became 

known as the Greater Camden Movement.  In the first half of the twentieth century this 

vision received the support of “Camden County’s Progressive Era reformers, New Era 

businessmen, New Dealers, and World War II industrial and social planners…” who 

worked closely with “Camden City business and civic leaders…Philadelphia and Camden 

County suburban real estate, trolley and railroad developers.”  In doing so the elites 

“made Camden City into the cultural, economic, and business center of the county” 

(Dorwart 2001, 115).  The emphasis of the Greater Camden Movement was on home 

building, efforts to support a network of roads and rail lines, and continued improvement 

to the City of Camden’s location across from Philadelphia and a popular stop on the way 

to destinations including New York City and Atlantic City.    

However, the vision of city-county integration did not always receive such 

widespread support.  While Camden city was lauded for its achievements and growth 
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through the nineteenth century there was a constant level of mistrust among some against 

urbanism.  Going back to before the city of Camden was incorporated in 1828, rural 

interests in the state warned of the dangers of the city.  Over the battle for the location of 

the county seat during the 1820s, the Columbian Herald based in Woodbury, New Jersey 

spread “images of urban crime, riotous mobs, wild drinking, profanity, and awful disease 

in Camden Village for its readers” in rural areas of southern New Jersey” (Dorwart, 50).  

These views were fairly common during that period and in decades to come as the twin 

trends of urbanization and industrialization across the United States challenged the rural, 

“yeoman farmer” ideals of the American Republic.  As Camden City grew in economic 

might and population over the century it continued to be associated with similar negative 

stereotypes.   

In addition to rural interests of the early nineteenth century, growing suburban 

interests at the end of the nineteenth century continued to have a paradoxical relationship 

with Camden City as suburban autonomy became a wedge to the issue of city-county 

integration.  On the one hand, nineteenth century suburbanization generally across the 

United States created autonomous residential communities exclusive by class and race 

where residents could find escape from the urban environment.  On the other hand, 

because the suburbs were planned as exclusively residential areas they needed the 

continued connection to cities for employment, entertainment, and culture (Fishman 

1987, 134-37).  At the end of the nineteenth century Camden County was fairly typical of 

this model of suburbanization.  Suburban towns around Camden City that developed 

along with railroad lines radiating out from its downtown, such as Merchantville and 
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Haddon Heights, shuttled middle class professionals from their suburban tracts to 

Camden and Philadelphia (Cammarota 2001).   

Upper and middle class homeowners sought the refuge of what Robert Fishman 

calls “bourgeois utopias”, away from the congestion and tensions of the city but wholly 

dependent upon the city for their livelihoods.  This contrast of dependence upon the city 

while being distinctly separated from it continued as a barrier to full city-county 

integration.  Because suburbs developed specifically to provide the middle class relief 

from cities in the form of a green oasis where family and home formed the pillars of 

worship free from the immorality of the city, attempts to end this distinction were not 

always popular in the Camden area or generally in many metropolitan areas across the 

United States. 

Initially, the high cost of rail travel was prohibitive to all but the middle- and 

upper-middle class commuter.  Across the country, the development of the railroad 

suburbs was stratified going out from the downtown, mixing residential, industrial and 

commercials zones based on how “each income group was distributed along the system 

according to how far it could afford to travel from the center and which line it could 

afford to take” (Fishman 1987, 136).  Accordingly, suburban communities dependent on 

rail travel in Camden County became more exclusive as the lines radiated out from the 

city.   

  Along with the exclusionary aspects of rail travel later came the exclusionary 

tools of zoning and restrictive covenants in housing.  Beginning in the early twentieth 

century formal land use powers by local governments were instituted as a tool to limit the 

types of activities allowed in a particular municipality, most often insuring suburban 
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residential development without the intrusions of commerce or industry.  The use of 

zoning in parceling property lots for suburban housing also insured that only those people 

who could afford the size of the house to go along with larger lots would move to newly 

planned suburban areas.  As Kenneth Jackson explains, “zoning was used by the people 

who already lived within the arbitrary boundaries of a community as a method of keeping 

everyone else out” (242).  Large single houses on large property tracts became the norm 

for the suburbs in Camden County and elsewhere.   

Restrictive covenants, on the other hand, were often passively used by suburban 

governments.  In most cases, developers, homeowner associations, realtors, or simply 

individual homeowners set standards for minimum resale values for houses or other 

restrictions that excluded perceived undesirable populations, most often African 

Americans and Jews, from buying houses in the suburbs.  (Fishman 1987, 151).    

Across Camden County, suburban development that began in the post-Civil War 

years had continued the model of exclusivity with a particular bias against Camden City.  

The Greater Camden Movement planned to integrate the suburbs with the city to keep the 

region vital and was only partially successful.  A metropolitan community did open up 

the county to investment and development.  However, over the course of several decades 

the suburbs eclipsed the city in power, importance, and utility.  The vision of an 

integrated county-wide community with Camden City at its core became, instead, one 

that bypassed the city in favor of further suburban development.  This had important 

implications for the future.  Norton Long points out that “the political isolation of the 

central city…from the rest of the metropolitan area represents more than a mere line on a 

map.  It represents significant differences in available resources for the provision of 
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public goods.  It represents likely frictions and rigidities in the labor and housing markets.  

It represents a structuring of identifications and values that have major consequences for 

the political decision-making process.”  He goes on to say in the regional context that 

“each corporate community develops its own political and economic nationalism, and its 

public officials and leadership tend to score success and failure in terms of narrowly 

selfish particularistic and parochial concerns.” (Wilson 1996, 424). 

 

The Political Economy Of Camden City’s Decline 

A major factor in the bypassing of the city of Camden came on July 1, 1926, 

when the Delaware River Bridge (renamed the Benjamin Franklin Bridge in 1954) was 

opened to pedestrian and car traffic and both the city of Camden and Camden County 

were irrevocably changed forever.  During the first day of operation 100,000 people and 

32,000 tolls-paying travelers crossed the bridge (Baisden 2006, 12).  The construction of 

the Delaware River Bridge was seen as a crowning achievement of the Greater Camden 

Movement as the area of southern New Jersey became physically connected to 

Philadelphia and greater access was made possible into the region.  No longer did 

pleasure travelers and commuters have to take ferries across the river, but for those who 

could afford it, the automobile provided a convenient alternative into and through the 

city.   

The bridge became the most obvious sign of changes taking place in the region.  

Ferry operations that had connected Philadelphia to southern New Jersey for over two 

centuries began a three-decade period of decline.  The importance of the shift from ferry 

to bridge travel had to do with each mode’s different interaction with the city itself.  
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Ferry travel brought riders into the city through a network of roads and rails.  Passengers 

could walk to the ferry lines through neighborhoods and downtown Camden.  The central 

business district was adjacent to the public ferry terminals.  In contrast, bridge travel 

primarily accommodated cars and trucks and the plan of the Delaware River Bridge was 

accompanied with construction of Bridge Boulevard (later named Admiral Wilson 

Boulevard) that skirted travelers past the city and beyond to what eventually developed as 

a system of highways across New Jersey.  Construction of the bridge also cut off 

neighborhoods from the rest of the city.  Stately north Camden neighborhoods, such as 

Cooper’s Point and Pyne Point, became physically separated from the central business 

district and other parts of the city with the opening of the bridge.  Initially, none of these 

factors mattered much as Camden continued to grow until 1950.  Instead, construction of 

the bridge, highways, and increasing reliance on the automobile set into motion trends 

that favored sprawling suburbs across the county in the post-World Ward II period.       

The 1920s was a decade of large-scale investment and expansion in the city and 

the region.  During the decade, the Campbell Soup Company was “known as the greatest 

industrial canning plant in the world”, by 1928 the Van Sciver Company “was believed to 

be the largest plant in the country devoted exclusively to the manufacturing and sale of 

furniture” (Baisden 2006), and the purchase of the Victor Talking Machine Company by 

the Radio Corporation of America in 1929 was said to make Camden the “Radio Capital 

of the World” (Cowie 1999, 14).  Along with these industrial achievements came 

commercial and cultural achievements as well.  The Walt Whitman Hotel opened in 1925 

as the city’s first luxury hotel.  It was located at Broadway and Cooper Streets at the 

intersection of the Delaware Bridge exit plaza and the city’s downtown, ready to take 
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advantage of the optimism in investment brought on by the bridge construction.  A year 

later the Stanley Theatre opened nearby at the corner of Broadway and Market Streets 

with the claim of being the largest motion picture house in the world when it opened.  In 

1927, the lavishly designed Sears and Roebuck department store opened along Bridge 

Boulevard inviting both city and suburban shoppers (Gillette 2005, 20).  The same year 

the city opened the Camden Convention Center followed by the $10 million completion 

of the new City Hall and Courthouse annex three years later.   

Expansion also took place along the commercial waterfront of the Delaware 

River.  A municipal pier opened at the foot of Spruce Street with the goal of bringing 

more international business, specifically from Pacific markets, to the Camden waterfront 

and the county.  New York Shipbuilding Company had plans to expand operations after 

World War I and just north along the river, Crew Levick Company constructed an oil 

refinery and tank port on Petty’s Island in neighboring Pennsauken township (Dorwart 

2001, 125).            

Paradoxically, this period of expansion signified the end of growth for the City of 

Camden.  Like other cities in the same period, the expansion of capital investment into 

the city during the 1920s was relatively short-lived.  By the 1930s and the Great 

Depression, Camden suffered from decline in a way that it never overcame.  A number of 

bank failures in the City and County of Camden, layoffs across industries, and near 

bankruptcy of the city government as public employees were paid in “scrip”, contributed 

to the city’s worsening circumstances.  Douglass Rae explains that in another small 

Northeastern city, New Haven, set upon by many of the same forces as Camden, the end 

of urbanism had its roots around the same period.  Rae argues that places that became 
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urban in the period from 1870-1920 slowly unraveled after the 1920s as economic 

restructuring and technological changes combined with changes in political and civic 

leadership to adversely affect them.  According to Rae, in New Haven and many similar 

cities just after World War I, the patterns of industrial convergence, a dense fabric of 

enterprise, a centralized clustering of housing, a dense civic fauna, and an important 

pattern of political integration started to loosen as alternatives and challenges to the urban 

form presented themselves (Rae 2003, 18-19).  Thus, contrary to arguments that urban 

decline began in the post-World War II decades, Rae points out, the seeds of decline are 

planted several decades earlier.   

In Camden’s case, the opening of the Delaware River Bridge, along with 

highways traversing the county, and increased reliance on passenger automobile and 

truck travel rather than railroads set the stage for later development that left the city 

behind.  Nineteenth century suburban communities in Camden County opened up the 

potential for further planned communities after World War II, especially those that 

benefited either directly or indirectly from federal government housing programs.  These 

changes not only provided the pull for people to move beyond the centripetal forces of 

the city, but they also set the stage for commercial and industrial developments initially 

in the New Jersey suburbs for firms expanding beyond the evermore inconvenient 

environment of the city. 

As the City of Camden was dealing with national economic trends during the 

Great Depression, politics in the city also transformed.  Historically, Democrats 

controlled Camden City politics and Republicans had greater influence in rural and 

suburban politics.  However, for several decades leading up to the 1930s, the Republican 
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Party dominated both city and county politics.  From 1902-1936 only two Democratic 

Mayors, each serving a single term, governed Camden City.  In 1927, the city went 

through administrative reform and became a Commission form of government.  In 1936, 

a slate of four candidates ran on the “New Deal – Non Partisan” ticket in Camden.  The 

candidates were all Democrats trying to reform city government from the long-time 

control of the Republican Party political machine.  Ultimately, three of the four were 

elected, including George F. Brunner who would go on to serve as Camden’s Mayor until 

1959 by building up a Democratic party political machine of his own.   

It was during the Brunner Administration, and later with the administration of 

Mayor Alfred Pierce, that we see the impact of coalitions that combined public works-

funded patronage opportunities with electoral success.  John Mollenkopf (1982) offers 

insight into political trends occurring in Camden and other similarly situated cities during 

this period.  Mollenkopf points out that “pro-growth” coalitions dealing with federally 

funded urban renewal programs during the New Deal and post-World War II periods 

were able to build and strengthen party organizations.  During the Great Depression and 

post-WWII periods, the Democratic Party nationally, as well as, locally, used federal 

programs to their advantage in gaining electoral majorities, especially in urban areas.  

This changed in the late 1960s when Republican political entrepreneurs shifted public 

spending from cities to suburbs and from the Northeast and Midwest to the southern and 

southwestern United States.  In this way politics, not just economics, directly and 

indirectly added to the decline of places like Camden.  At first, attempts to help Camden 

eventually turned into a long, drawn-out battle for control of patronage and access to 

other public resources.  Later, this support was withdrawn from the City of Camden and 
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redirected to the immediate suburbs and other parts of the country as highways, housing, 

and defense spending was shifted to develop new areas in the U.S. south and southwest. 

Brunner’s longtime control within the Camden Democratic Party increased his 

ability to get federal dollars to help Camden (Dorwart, 146).  Redevelopment approaches 

after the Great Depression and WWII placed an emphasis on attracting and retaining a 

middle class and upper-middle class population through a combination of government 

funded programs and private investment (Dorwart 2001, 145).  As previously pointed 

out, as far back as the 1920s with the opening of the Delaware Bridge, Camden saw signs 

of a shift in the region away from the city and toward the suburbs.  By the 1950s, Brunner 

and his successors in city government tried, often in vain, to turn the tide away from 

suburban political and economic power.     

Initially, Brunner’s administration attempted to use Federal Housing 

Administration funding through President Truman’s Fair Deal programs to clear blighted 

areas and encourage the construction of new housing.  The problem with the approach 

was that areas designated for demolition were largely African American neighborhoods 

and were required to be cleared entirely before qualifying for federal housing funds. 

However, African Americans, in particular, were excluded from federal housing funds at 

this time.  The result was that some neighborhoods were razed and never received federal 

funds, leaving entire blocks of vacant land and displaced residents (Dorwart 2001, 146).  

In other circumstances African Americans were moved out of some parts of the city to 

neighborhoods with fewer housing opportunities leading to further overcrowding in other 

neighborhoods (Gillette 2005, 53). 
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In addition to housing, the city government under Brunner focused on downtown 

re-development as a strategy for reinvigorating the City of Camden.  In 1955, renewal 

policies in Camden included a center city parkade to attract shoppers and residents back 

to the downtown area (Dorwart 2001, 146).  The idea was to create a shopping mall with 

convenient parking to appeal to an increasingly auto-centric public that was beginning to 

shy away from the traditional downtown experience.  This was important because 

Camden, like many other industrial cities, in the decade after WWII was challenged by 

alternatives that the small but growing suburbs provided to both residents and businesses.  

However, the consequences of various redevelopment policies during the Brunner 

Administration would come back to haunt Camden in the following years.   

Similar to other Northeastern and Midwestern industrial cities after WWII, 

Camden was impacted by the twin policies dealing with housing and highways.  Attempts 

to reposition Camden as the dominant entity in the southern New Jersey region through 

the creation of highways connecting suburbs to city along with policies to reverse decline 

and attract and retain middle class residents and shoppers ended in a city that was 

bypassed figuratively, as well as, literally in the region.  Highways passed over and 

through the city making it possible to travel across the region without having to 

effectively enter the city.  Policies toward federal housing only left the city with prairies 

of open land, further encouraging an exodus from the city to the suburbs.  

Growth in the southern New Jersey suburbs in the 1950s, on the other hand, took 

place at an exceptional pace.  A 1956 special section by the Philadelphia Inquirer on the 

Delaware Valley pointed out that southern New Jersey held incredible opportunity for 

post-war growth.  The area was dubbed both the “industrial elbow room” of the Delaware 
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Valley and “3,000 Square Miles of Opportunity”.  Southern New Jersey rates of 

expansion, measured in population growth, housing construction, job creation, or bank 

deposits exceeded many of the same average measurements for the nation as a whole.  

Describing the changes taking place in southern New Jersey the Philadelphia Inquirer 

championed development by explaining that in the area there were “not only new 

industrial plants, although there are scores of these, being started, being completed, being 

expanded almost before the shine of newness is off them.  But also new homes – acres of 

new homes lining miles of new streets in completely new communities – and new 

churches and schools and stores and highways and bridges, all adding to the truly 

tremendous change in the Valley’s physical face”  (Scott 1956).  The “newness” 

represented new opportunity for the southern New Jersey region through suburban 

development.  Camden boosters were not wrong in highlighting the expansion in the city 

after mid-century as a form of renewed optimism, as Mayor Brunner often did.  But they 

were not right either, especially when one considers the enormous growth of the areas 

surrounding the City of Camden taking on greater speed into the 1960s.     

Brunner’s time as Mayor of Camden ushered in an era of significant 

transformation for the city.  From his successful strategies of dealing with the challenges 

of the Great Depression and World War II, to the attempts during the 1950s to engage the 

region for Camden’s benefit, the era was a turning point for the city.  Following the 

political leadership of George E. Brunner was Camden Mayor Alfred R. Pierce, a reform 

minded leader who believed it was his mission to save Camden from post-WWII signs of 

decline and political corruption.   
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Pierce began his public life in Camden as a Brunner appointee to the city’s Board 

of Education in 1950.  During his time on the school board Pierce came in fierce 

opposition to Mayor Brunner, eventually filing a formal complaint against the Mayor 

charging him with inefficiency, neglect and mismanagement of school board operations 

(Courier Post April 17, 1959).  In 1953, Pierce was elected by members of the school 

board to the position of solicitor for the Board of Education, a position that kept him 

involved in Camden politics and protected him, by way of his civil service position, from 

retribution by the Brunner administration.  In 1959, Pierce ran as a commissioner on a 

slate to oppose the Democratic political machine of George Brunner.  Pierce’s platform at 

the time, reflecting his role in unseating the Brunner-supported slate of candidates, was to 

“release this city, my home town, from the grip of this machine which is strangling it to 

death” (Ibid).  Pierce’s “Save Our City” slate of candidates ran against a Brunner-backed 

slate that ran under the slogan “Home Rule for Progress”, reflecting their view and the 

view of Brunner that the Pierce ticket represented a strategy by suburban Republicans to 

influence politics in the City of Camden.  One creative newspaper advertisement 

criticizing the “Save Our City” slate of candidates depicted “carpetbagger” political 

leaders from suburban Collingswood, Pennsauken and Delaware Township (present day 

Cherry Hill) wrapping up Camden taxpayers with ribbons of political control in one hand 

and dancing away with bags of money in the other.  The message was clear:  “don’t let 

suburban carpetbaggers get a strangle hold on Camden!” (Courier Post April 29, 1959). 

Following Pierce’s victory in 1959, the final obstacle to him enacting his vision of 

renewal on the City of Camden came in a challenge to his powers as Mayor under 

Camden’s commission form of government.  Similar to other commission forms of 
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government, Camden had a five person governing body where the Mayor was chosen 

from among the other commissioners and each commissioner took a supervisory role of 

particular departments of local government.  For example, most often the Mayor was 

responsible for public safety.  In 1960, following Mayor Pierce’s zealous enforcement of 

the law (especially laws against gambling), both the city’s Democratic party and his 

fellow commissioners moved to take away his power as Director of Public Safety.  This 

led to Pierce initiating a reform of Camden government from a Commission form to a 

Mayor-Council structure.  The successful reform leading to a Mayor-Council government 

was in Pierce’s words, “a people’s victory.”  Referring to a successful election of five 

members to a city charter study commission, Pierce went on to say, “on Tuesday, 

housewives, who are non-political workers and amateurs in the field of politics, pitched 

in with their husbands and friends to show what an aroused citizenry can do when a city 

is in the grip of power politics” (Courier Post November 9, 1960).        

With rhetoric for popular democracy aside, Pierce was similar to Brunner in that 

he co-opted diverse groups, including African Americans and Puerto Ricans along with 

White ethnics, into an electoral majority that supported his vision for the City of Camden.  

Moreover, Pierce’s “Save Our City” movement continued Brunner’s economic 

development approaches by primarily focusing on downtown development based on a 

combination of public and private partnerships that helped some of the “aroused 

citizenry” but harmed others.        

The city government under Pierce continued urban renewal through large-scale 

clearing of blighted neighborhoods to make way for housing and business development 

that would connect Camden to the region.  Between 1960 and 1968, urban renewal in the 
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Centerville-Liberty Park neighborhoods of south Camden displaced more than 1,000 

families or 8% of the city’s total population (Dorwart 2001, 151).  This displacement 

affected a collection of white and black working class residents.  Many of the white 

residents moved out of the city, while many black residents were prevented from moving 

out by housing discrimination and instead relocated to other neighborhoods within the 

city, some with even more crowded housing conditions.  To make matters worse for 

displaced residents in Camden, due to federal housing loan guidelines, much of Camden 

did not qualify for home loan assistance.  In fact, the city of Camden did not receive one 

loan from the Federal Housing Administration until 1966, thirty years after the program 

was created (Jackson 1985, 213).  This encouraged suburban flight for those who had 

options to leave the city, and so sped urban decline through the loss of homeownership 

and a rapidly diminishing tax base.  Kenneth Jackson explains “this withdrawal of 

financing often resulted in an inability to sell houses in a neighborhood, so that vacant 

units often stood empty for months, producing a steep decline in value” (Ibid).    

Partly as a result of declining housing values and unsuccessful redevelopment 

policies, the fiscal health of Camden government also became strained.   A major 

challenge to the Pierce administration was in addressing the growing fiscal insolvency of 

the city due to an increasing tax burden to businesses and homeowners.  The combined 

trends of reduced property values and increased property taxes beginning in the late 

1950s presented a situation where exodus to developing suburban areas in the county was 

more appealing than remaining in Camden.  This was all the more important given that 

housing and business opportunities in the suburbs provided more options with lower 

taxes in an environment that appealed to a sense of exclusivity and progress.     
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The policy of highway construction also came at a certain cost to the remaining 

health of the city.  Howard Gillette points out that Mayor Pierce’s comprehensive plan to 

reinvigorate parts of the city called for a “balanced environment” and a “redistribution of 

functional elements” in order to integrate the city within the suburban region.  The plan 

included “a network of highways to connect residential areas to places of work, new 

space for industrial expansion, downtown revitalization, and restoration of decaying 

neighborhood commercial centers” (Gillette 2003, 143).  Pierce’s favored approach to 

Camden’s redevelopment, one that both preceded him and would be the model in 

Camden’s future, was to integrate the city into the region by highlighting efforts that 

appealed to the increasing number of suburban residents.  According to Jon Teaford, “the 

principal strategy of the older cities in their battle for continued supremacy was to beat 

suburbia at its own game.  To maintain preeminence, the aging hubs had to adapt to 

changing transportation technology and lifestyles (Teaford 1990, 7).  The significant 

difference, however, of this integration through a network of highways was that processes 

begun in the 1920s bypassing Camden were continued into the 1970s.  The city that had 

historically benefited from its position as a portal into southern New Jersey region was 

made largely irrelevant as the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, the Walt Whitman Bridge, and 

a cross-city federally funded system of highways effectively cut it off from the region.  

Combined with the challenges of fiscal stress, business and housing disinvestments, 

urban renewal and displacement, and a focus on downtown development this continued 

process to physically bypass the city produced long-term negative effects for Camden.           

In this environment of Camden’s slow decline came the city’s next Mayor, Joseph 

M. Nardi in 1969.  Nardi was a Democrat with a strong connection to the city and county 
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party organization, but continued many of the same policies as Pierce but without 

Pierce’s particular acumen for leadership.  Nardi was chosen by the powerful Camden 

County Democratic Party Chair, Angelo Errichetti, and with his “Pride in Camden” 

movement “promised to restore urban neighborhood pride and reverse the flight of white 

families and businesses from the city” (Dorwart 2001, 151).  However, Nardi’s 

Administration continued to face major hurdles in changing Camden’s course, partly 

because he governed at a time after the city experienced the period of greatest economic 

decline, combined with rising racial and ethnic tension as competition continued over the 

remaining resources in the city.   

Beginning in the early 1960s, property values in Camden continued to fall every 

year.  This presented a particular challenge to homeowners and business owners as 

property taxes increased over the decade and those who remained carried more of the tax 

burden as other taxpayers left the city or, in terms of businesses, closed.  During Nardi’s 

first budget year in 1970 the property tax rate in Camden was at an historic high (Gillette 

2003, 145).  Partly this was due to failed renewal policies during the Pierce 

Administration in the preceding decade.  A decline in property value and an increase in 

property tax rates were also partly due to the large number of jobs lost and the rippling 

effects those losses had on the city’s economy and overall desirability.  For example, at 

its height of production in 1943, New York Shipbuilding Company employed 47,000 

workers (Gillette 2003, 141).  By 1967, the company closed, laying off its final 2,400 

employees (Dorwart 2001, 152).    Major employers in Camden such as RCA, reduced 

their workforces in the post-WWII era; RCA relocated operations first to the Camden 

County suburbs, then to rural parts of the United States, and finally to Mexico.  Many of 
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the major employers in Camden went through a similar process of capital disinvestments.  

According to Jefferson Cowie, “in the 1950s Highland Mills, Armstrong Cork, Howland 

Croft, Allied Kid, Quaker Shipyard, and the C. Howard Hunt Pen Company had all 

abandoned or announced plans to relocate out of the city” (Cowie 1999, 39).  Overall, 

between 1950 and 1970, the city of Camden lost 22,000 jobs, or half of all total 

manufacturing jobs (Gillette 2003, 141).  This rate exceeded that of other cities, such as 

Philadelphia, Detroit or Cleveland, going through deindustrialization at the same period.     

Within this context, competition over the remaining jobs, housing, and services 

caused lasting racial animosity among Camden residents into the 1970s.  The increasing 

number of African American migrants into the city in the 1940s and 1950s along with 

large number of Latino migrants and immigrants in the 1950s and 1960s, combined with 

white residents moving from the city changed the demographics and the politics of 

Camden.  Foremost among the issues was that of housing.  The change in the racial and 

ethnic makeup of neighborhoods in Camden took place at different rates between the 

1950s and the 1970s as the barriers of racial segregation cracked slightly and residents 

moved from beyond their racial ghetto, opening up housing opportunities for new arrivals 

to the city.  In particular, the more exclusive neighborhoods of North Camden, just north 

of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge, and Parkside, in eastern Camden, saw significant 

demographic changes prior to the Nardi Administration.  Over the course of the 1950s, 

the Parkside neighborhood went from having an African American population that was 

less than 1 percent to an African American population that comprised 33 percent 

population of the neighborhood in 1960.  Similarly, in 1950 the North Camden 

neighborhood was populated almost exclusively by white residents but in 1960 had a 
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sizable African American and Puerto Rican population, with the largest number in a 

census tract at 560 and 484 residents, respectively (Gillette 2005, 54-55).  Essentially 

within a decade, racial change in many Camden neighborhoods took place in short order.  

According to studies on racial segregation these trends should not be surprising.  

Regarding racial segregation between blacks and whites, white residents are much less 

willing to live in racially integrated neighborhoods than are blacks residents.  In fact, 

once a neighborhood becomes 20 percent black, one-half of white residents are unwilling 

to enter that neighborhood and one-quarter would seek to leave that neighborhood 

(Massey and Denton 1993, 92).  Perhaps more importantly than the actual demographic 

changes in Camden is the exodus and influx of large numbers of residents within such a 

short period of time and the strain on social networks the process caused in many 

neighborhoods.             

Significant political changes also took place in the 1960s.  The Pierce and Nardi 

Administrations opened up leadership positions to African American and Latino groups 

in an effort to build governing coalitions even though some positions, especially in the 

Pierce Administration, did not allow for real political power for racial minorities.  This 

was an attempt to calm rising resentments on the part of African Americans and Latinos 

stemming from their exclusion from formal governmental power even as their population 

increased in the city.  During the 1960s, residents of Camden embraced the Civil Rights 

movement in much the same way as other cities and towns across the country.  The issues 

important to the movement in Camden included access to adequate and affordable 

housing, freedom from discrimination in the job market, equal funding for a quality 

education, and an end to police harassment in minority neighborhoods.   
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Many of these grievances became more acute in the late 1960s as activists 

mobilized communities across Camden and demanded that the city government respond 

to the circumstances that had harmed Camden for decades.  The Black People’s Unity 

Movement (BPUM), led by Charles “Poppy” Sharp became the vanguard for the civil 

rights movement in the City of Camden.  The goals of the BPUM were to engage in 

political activism, education, community economic development, and housing issues.  

According to Poppy Sharp the work of the BPUM was to “try to make living conditions 

better for people with hope, and through progress, to make them better for a maximum 

number of people.”  Sharp went on to say this is done through several means in that 

“education is a weapon, politics is a weapon.  We can arm ourselves economically….It’s 

necessary for an oppressed people to arm themselves, and an armed struggle doesn’t 

necessarily mean using guns.  But the gun is part of the weapons” (Bitman and Lynch 

1970).  This sort of political rhetoric did not comport well with the nearly all white 

suburbs that made up the rest of Camden County.  Into the 1970s, the change and 

resulting marginalization of the city from the suburbs became racialized as the rhetoric 

and actions of the civil rights movement came to justify popularly held negative 

perceptions of Camden by suburban residents.   

Resentment simmered for many African American and Latino residents in 

Camden in the 1970s.  The boiling point came in the summer of 1971 when Camden 

police arrested a Puerto Rican motorist, resulting in demonstrations calling for an 

investigation into allegations that police severely beat the man.  The protests ultimately 

resulted in three days of rioting across the city.  For many whites, in particular, who still 

called the City of Camden home, the riots became the final straw in a long line of reasons 
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to leave the city for the suburbs. Indeed, over fifty percent of white residents left Camden 

in the decade after the riot of 1971.  In 1970 there were 61,303 White residents in 

Camden.  By 1980, that number was reduced to 26,003 (Gillette 2005, 42).                 

As it turns out, the slow and gradual changes taking place in Camden, through the 

loss of jobs and residents, never subsided under the Nardi Administration.  In fact, by the 

1970s, the City of Camden, like nearly all older industrial cities across the United States, 

was bruised and broken.  The political power of elected officials in the city was nearly 

non-existent in this new context.  Thought to be the last hope of turning the City of 

Camden around after several decades of decline was Mayor Angelo Errichetti.  Even 

before being elected to Mayor in 1973, Errichetti was influential under the Nardi 

Administration in ameliorating issues of racial and economic inequalities in the city 

through a progressive public housing and linked job training and employment programs.  

Errichetti was a charismatic and effective, if ultimately questionable, leader of the city.  

He gained his stripes under the Pierce Administration as Director of Public Works, and 

later as the Chair of the City’s Democratic Party.  Errichetti was, “bold where Nardi had 

been timid, flexible where Pierce had been rigid, Errichetti brought to his position 

political talent not seen since the era of George Brunner…” (Gillette 2005, 89).   

 A vestige of hope lay in Errichetti’s Administration not simply because of his 

pragmatic view of politics and his willingness to engage the problems of the city, but also 

because Errichetti was the last real connection the City of Camden had to the larger base 

of power across Camden County.  As the City of Camden lost population beginning in 

the 1950s, it lost not only human and financial capital, but also political capital.  From 

1960 onward, Camden lost electoral power as suburban municipalities gained it.  In the 
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1970s, Errichetti could still position the city to swing support between county and 

statewide Democrats and even county Republicans.  For example, Errichetti and 

Democratic voters from Camden helped Democratic gubernatorial candidate Brendan 

Byrne win office in the 1977 election.  In return, Byrne helped Camden in the following 

year close its budget shortfall with over $1 million in aid from the state (Gillette 2005, 

92).  Errichetti enhanced his ability to deliver for Camden by becoming a state Senator in 

1976, while also serving as Mayor2.  This was made possible by both his support from 

voters in the City of Camden and his influence in Camden County Democratic Party 

politics. 

In total, “Errichetti showed signs of turning the city around, securing a 

transportation terminal, urban renewal funds, waterfront development, and a promise of a 

veteran’s hospital” (Dorwart 2001, 156).  But similar to the circumstances faced by other 

Camden leaders, the social, economic, and political forces beyond the reach of city hall 

or the city itself proved too fatal for its future.  Errichetti’s future also had its share of 

problems that complicated his ability to address issues in Camden.  After two terms as the 

Mayor of Camden, he was indicted and ultimately imprisoned on charges of bribery 

stemming from the ABSCAM investigation.  It appeared that the processes and strategies 

that contributed to Errichetti’s success as City of Camden’s Director of Public Works, 

Mayor, and Chair of the Democratic Party ultimately led to illegal dealings in the pursuit 

of brokering power.  By 1980, Errichetti and others had recognized the full eclipse of 

power of the city by the suburbs.  Accordingly, after Errichetti’s term as Mayor, “never  

                                                
2 New Jersey is one of the few states that allowed elected officials to hold more than one public office.  The 
primary rationale for this was that the New Jersey legislature is considered a non-professional, part time 
body.  
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again would the city be the center of county politics” (Dorwart 2001, 156).  Indeed, after 

that point, “Camden is no longer the hub of south Jersey or the county; it’s just a spoke” 

(Gillette 2005, 100).             

 

The New Political And Fiscal Crisis 

The performance of Camden City government by the 1980s illustrated that years 

of party building activities going back to at least George Brunner had created a legacy 

where Camden became the public trough for city and county residents.  The leadership of 

the City of Camden was plagued with greater problems as the decades progressed.  At the 

start of the decade Camden was dealing with a police chief suspended for waving a 

shotgun at elderly demonstrators, a housing authority threatened with a federal takeover 

because of incompetence, and a public works department under a grand jury investigation 

for harboring “no show” employees and being a source for patronage jobs (Cunningham 

and Mezzacappa 1981).   

By 1980, Camden’s leadership, and the city in general, was faced with the ever-

increasing challenge of fiscal solvency while addressing the challenges posed by 

demographic changes across the city and county, while trying to reclaim some of its 

former strength in the region.  The City of Camden faced what Peter Dreier, John 

Mollenkopf and Todd Swanstrom (2002) call the “iron cage” of municipal finance.  The 

city, like many others that experienced a post-industrial transition, with an eroding tax 

base, and an increasing commitment to social programs, had a very difficult time 

providing value added benefits to employers and residents through services and closing 

its yearly budget shortfalls.  In 1981, the newly elected Camden Mayor, Melvin “Randy” 
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Primas, inherited a $5 million budget deficit from the Errichetti Administration and “the 

recognition in Camden as well as nationally that deindustrialization was a harsh fact of 

life and that Camden had lost its position of regional primacy” (Gillette 2005, 102). 

In particular, Primas’ time as Mayor was shaped by three important changes to the 

governance of Camden.  First, because Camden continued to face fiscal crisis, the state 

government became increasingly involved in policies to help the city government close 

its budget gaps.  Sometimes this involvement was active, such as building a state prison 

in north Camden, and sometimes it was less direct, such as designating a state enterprise 

zone in Camden.  Either way, state involvement signaled signs of things to come for the 

city.  Second, the shift in political power from the City of Camden to the County of 

Camden and into the hands of suburban power brokers meant that the city was beholden 

to county interests over the interests of residents of Camden.  Finally, the community 

activism that was awakened in the civil rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s (of 

which Primas was a part) continued into the 1980s and became a major force in the issues 

concerning redevelopment of Camden.  Taken together, these forces shaped city politics 

and policies for the next three decades in ways that city government could not.   

Like other Mayors before him, Primas faced the continued challenge of balancing 

the city’s fiscal health with the social welfare of city residents and the needs of the 

business community.  This was made particularly difficult as the city faced budget 

shortfalls every year and became more and more beholden to county and state power 

brokers.  Two prime examples stand out above others as attempts made under the Primas 

Administration to help Camden rebound from its circumstances during the 1980s.  

Foremost among the lessons learned by these developments was that they sought short-
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term financial benefits over long-term planning to position Camden for revitalization.  

While other cities were beginning to revitalize and gain momentum for development into 

the 1990s (Teaford 1990; Frieden and Sagalyn 1999).  Camden was just trying to stay 

above water and not doing very well at that.  First were plans to lease riverfront property 

to the State of New Jersey to build and operate a prison just north of the Benjamin 

Franklin Bridge.  Next were plans that led to the construction of an incinerator plant in 

1991 that expanded the operations of the Camden County Municipal Utilities Authority 

(CCMUA) in Camden City.  In general, both developments seemed to typify the 

pragmatic and constrained agenda of the Primas Administration.  Also, both continued to 

locate in Camden those industries that other towns would not accept, often for gains from 

land sales or payment in lieu of taxes in order to close an ever-widening budget gap.  

Moreover, each was part of an overall hope to reduce state oversight, balance city 

budgets without having to raise taxes, and place Camden on a better footing for future 

economic development (Cass 1981a, 1981b).  Unfortunately for Camden, plans to 

reinvigorate the city never amounted to much success.  Instead, Camden’s role in 

receiving the discards of society further contributed to its negative perception.  

Beginning in the 1980s, market-based solutions became the clarion call for 

Camden, as it also became the dominant paradigm for national economic policy.  As a 

result, local government and politics seemed to matter less as private industry was 

thought to provide the solutions to Camden’s problems.  During this time, attempts to 

address Camden’s economic woes included the use of Enterprise Zones, or Urban 

Enterprise Zones (UEZ) encouraging economic development.  The State of New Jersey 

instituted the use of Enterprise Zones in 1983 and parts of Camden were designated an 
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UEZ in 1984.  The idea behind the UEZ was to create a business-friendly environment to 

attract new businesses and expand upon existing employers and create building blocks for 

further economic development.  For example, in a UEZ the state sales tax is either 

reduced in half or not applicable on certain transactions, financial incentives are given to 

businesses to hire city residents who are unemployed, and a tax credit is applied toward 

the Corporation Business tax to reduce the tax burden in business operations.  The State 

of New Jersey Enterprise Zone was modeled on the federal concept adopted in the early 

1980s from similar economic development policies in Britain.  It is important to point out 

the use of UEZ because that signaled an ideological shift in economic development 

policy in Camden and across the state even though the UEZ did not result in significant 

economic development for the city.3  However, this shift occurred from an activist 

government beginning in the New Deal under Mayor Brunner and continued through 

Mayor Errichetti, to a neoliberal approach adopted in the 1980s that largely removed the 

perceived burden of government involvement from the equation in favor of market driven 

solutions.  The irony with the use of this policy and the later conceived Empowerment 

Zones was that market solutions would be used to solve problems, such as 

deindustrialization and the associated capital mobility, that were caused by the 

fundamental operation of the market in the first place.         

Just before the end of his second term, Primas resigned as Mayor and went to 

work as commissioner of the Department of Community Affairs for New Jersey.  Primas 

was succeeded by Aaron Thompson and Thompson by Arnold Webster, both serving a 

                                                
3 From 1984 to present, Camden’s UEZ resulted in 339 jobs and $584,504.00 in businesses registered in the 
enterprise zone, equalling an average of less than 15 jobs created and $26,000.00 in business investment a 
year.   See, “Urban Enterprise Zone: Camden City Program Overview” at 
http://www.ci.camden.nj.us/htdocs/enterprise.html.    
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single term as Mayor.  Primas, Thompson, and Webster each was selected by the Camden 

County Democratic Party and each were accountable at different levels to the party 

apparatus.  Conflict between county party leaders and city elected officials marked the 

1990s, as did corruption, state oversight, and the tension rising out of the politics of 

redevelopment in the city.   

Initially, Thompson received the support of the Democratic Party to run for 

Mayor after Primas’ departure but was ultimately “pushed out” by the same party leaders 

in favor of supporting Arnold Webster, partly due to Thompson’s disagreements with the 

County party leadership (Ott 1993).  Webster was also known for exercising a degree of 

independence from the party apparatus in areas of local versus county control, 

particularly regarding economic development plans within the city.  For example, during 

his term in office three major economic development plans took place.  Early into 

Webster’s time in office he sought to create an advisory panel to oversee waterfront 

development.  Webster intended this change so that development plans would be 

centralized through the Mayor’s office and a check would be placed on direct county 

political influence on development plans in the city (Ott 1994).  The second development 

had to do with plans to reinvigorate Camden’s neighborhoods through a combination of 

neighborhood-based economic and employment approaches and housing construction.  

According to Mayor Webster this new project, called Project Arizona (after a plan in the 

Superman movie where investors were drawn to Arizona after villains planned to destroy 

California), “would create hundreds of retail and manufacturing jobs for local residents, 

and increase the city’s housing stock by rebuilding ‘eyesore’ blocks and abandoned 

apartment buildings (Lowe 1995).  Project Arizona was intended to take 4-5 years to 
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execute and was unveiled to illustrate Webster’s hard work in revitalizing Camden.  

Instead, large-scale waterfront development became the paradigm for Camden over the 

model of neighborhood-based development.  Partly the dominant paradigm was ushered 

in by the third important development of the 1990s: the Camden-Philadelphia 

Empowerment Zone begun in 1995.  The idea behind the Empowerment Zone was 

similar to that of the UEZ to create an environment for regulation- and tax-free business 

development in economically poor areas of a city (6 of the 10 zones were designated for 

urban areas) along with money for job training, childcare, and substance-abuse programs.  

Camden received $21 million for its share of the zone to include an area of 11,000 

residents, mostly along the waterfront and downtown.  This focused attention within 

these two areas to complement existing development along the waterfront including the 

Camden Aquarium and the newly opened outdoor music amphitheatre (Ott 1994).   

Webster’s term as Mayor of Camden came to an end after only four years when 

Milton Milan, Camden’s first Hispanic Mayor, defeated him in 1997.  Webster’s defeat 

was partly a result of his independence from county Democratic Party leaders during his 

term.  To add to Webster’s fall from grace, in 1999 he was found guilty in federal court 

for having received two months of pay in 1993 as Camden’s Superintendent of Schools 

while he also served as Mayor of the city.  

Milan’s time as Mayor was marked by increased tension between his 

administration and oversight of the New Jersey State government.  The state’s oversight 

came in the form of a financial review board within the Department of Community 

Affairs with the authority to oversee Camden government’s spending and fiscal viability.  

This was seen as necessary for several reasons.  On the surface it had to do with 
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accountability for the large amount of money that Camden was receiving under the 

Whitman administration, especially given a recent history of corruption, incompetence 

and patronage in the city.  Oversight of Camden was also a way to limit the power of 

county Democratic politicians through their use of Camden institutions for patronage 

leading to electoral success.  Camden County Republicans had battled Democrats for 

control over the county government for years.  By the late 1990s, one time freeholder, 

and later Camden County prosecutor Lee Soloman was a driving force behind trying to 

get the Whitman administration involved in Camden in order to off-set the power of the 

Democrats (Gillette 2005, 193).  Oversight of Camden was a win-win for Camden 

County Republicans by satisfying the fiscal accountability demands of their constituents 

and attacking sources for higher suburban taxes while at the same time gaining an interest 

in Camden City institutions and limiting the Democratic power base and adding to their 

own.  Finally, the state’s increased involvement in the city of Camden also was 

responding to a need by Governor Whitman to address the chronic problems of Camden 

and add to her status in national politics.  In the 1990s, Whitman was a rising star in 

Republican circles.  If she could show leadership in solving the challenges of a place like 

Camden that had received lots of negative attention for decades, she would be heralded 

for her political acumen (Ott 2007).      

Initially, Milan was a willing participant on the financial review board with the 

hopes of rescuing Camden from the brink of bankruptcy.  However, over time, as the 

state demanded more control over Camden and gave less power to Milan on the board (he 

had no vote on board decisions) he withdrew from cooperating with the state and 

demanded that the Whitman Administration either provide more funding to the city or 
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take it over; neither option was appealing to the Whitman Administration.  Clashes with 

the state government and charges of corruption dogged Milan during his tenure and little 

more was done to help Camden during his time in office.  As Milan was brought up on 

formal corruption charges and Whitman left the Governor’s mansion to become head of 

the Federal Environmental Protection Agency, the fate of Camden was left in limbo.  

Most significantly at this time in the late 1990s was the stage being set for full state-level 

government intervention in Camden that laid the groundwork for the Camden Recovery 

Act several years later under the leadership of Senator Wayne Bryant.  Milan was the 

third Mayor of Camden since 1981 to be found guilty of charges stemming from 

corruption while in office.  He was convicted in 2000 and served six years in federal 

prison.  

Conclusion 

In this context the leaders from the state, county and city continue to discuss what 

to do to address Camden’s economic, social, and political circumstances.  Camden’s 

history gives background to the city’s current circumstances.  The city’s rise from a small 

village to a major industrialized actor in the region sheds light on the footprint left by 

development and the political and economic dynamic between the city and the county.  

Camden’s economic might is clearly part of the past.  Changes going back to the 1920s 

set into place a process bypassing Camden’s importance in the region. Deindustrialization 

also dramatically affected Camden’s ability to retain people, jobs and taxes to keep the 

city viable.  Moreover, while demographic changes ultimately left Camden behind within 

the county and further frustrated Camden residents, governance became more 

complicated as city government found it more challenging to meet its responsibilities in a 
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fiscally strained environment.  Countywide involvement in Camden also aggravated 

relationships between city government, residents and various civic groups in the city.  

Historically, county involvement was held at bay as the city held the majority of the 

county population and employment opportunities resulting in Camden City government 

possessing the capacity to make its own decisions.  As factors changed so did the county-

city relationship.  By the 1980s, Camden had lost a significant portion of its population, 

no longer offered sustainable job opportunities, was unable to meet its demands for 

public funds, and no longer held influential positions in county or state politics.  

Moreover, middle class residents were replaced by working class and poor residents in 

demographic changes going back decades.  These changes complicated the obligations 

city government had to its residents and the circumstances shaping how it performed.  

For the next twenty years, public officials attempted to manage this decline while 

negotiating internal and external politics in order to develop viable public policy to help 

Camden become sustainable. 

To a degree, the Camden Recovery Act and the City of Camden seen today came 

out of this historical framework.  Camden’s history illustrates the essential ingredients for 

its successful operation and what can contribute to its decline and provides lessons for its 

future and the future of similarly situated cities across the United States.  Economic 

development leading to job creation and a sustainable tax base is critical, however, 

history has shown it is not the only factor.  Regional relationships, effective governing 

capacity and political entrepreneurship, and the physical re-positioning of the city relative 

to its suburban neighbors also are lessons from the past.  Since Camden’s initial role as a 

gateway to the southern New Jersey region to its primacy as a secondary city and finally 
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to its slow and eventual decline, it has challenged those concerned with the experiences 

faced by postindustrial cities.  Its story, both its past and present, can add to our 

knowledge of the postindustrial city and its place in the changing political landscape of 

the United States.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 58 

CHAPTER 3                                                                                                                      
FROM OVERSIGHT TO TAKEOVER: 1992-2002 

 

Introduction 

As the history of Camden indicates, the city has had a relationship with both the 

Federal and State governments depending on the focus, scale and scope of issues.  The 

history of urban America in the twentieth century was one reliant mostly on federal 

government funding and assistance.  However, that has changed as state governments 

have stepped into the growing vacuum created by the retrenchment of federal policy 

toward cities.  

In the recent era of devolving federal government power, much attention has been 

given to the plight of local governments, particularly cities, and their waning relationship 

with the federal government (Berman 2003; Caralay 1992; O’Conner 1999; Orfield 

2002).  Since the 1980s, scholarship has focused on the end of the second major period of 

expanding Federal government power that began in the 1930s and 1940s in response to 

national crises resulting from the Great Depression.  In that era, New Deal programs put 

the Federal government at the forefront of direct involvement in cities in the United 

States.  This relationship between cities and the federal government continued through 

the 1960s, particularly as programs targeted for housing assistance, blight removal, and 

anti-poverty efforts in cities offered both place-based and population-based solutions.   

 Because of the role that federal government programs played in cities, state-level 

government often took a secondary role vis a vis cities.  From the 1930s through the 

1970s the federal government funneled money to cities bypassing state governments, as 

state governments played more minor roles with regard to cities due to their limited 



 

 59 

funding capacity.  This relationship between cities and the federal and state governments 

began to shift in the 1970s and 1980s with a realignment of national political priorities 

and political power.  Federal aid to cities reached its peak at the end of the 1970s and 

when adjusted for inflation decreased until the early 1990s (Berman 1987, 41).  By 1981 

the primary vehicle for federal aid to cities, the Community Development Block Grant 

(CDBG), was funded directly from the federal government to state governments in a 

reversal of previous federal-local aid approaches and with the goal of decentralizing 

power from the federal to state government (Berman 1987, 41).  

This shift back from federal to state-level aid to municipalities has had various 

effects across the country.  The coupling of economic and demographic changes along 

with a move toward less Federal government involvement in cities shaped the 

environment of decline that many older cities had to deal with since the 1970s.  Some 

major cities in the Northeast and Midwest, in particular, eventually rebounded through a 

concerted effort of local economic development projects, effective leadership, and a 

changing role of national and international financial capital pertaining to the new place 

cities played in a changing economy (Teaford 1990; McDonald 2008).  However, mid- 

size and smaller cities (those with populations below 250,000) in older rustbelt areas did 

not make the transition to the postindustrial economy so easily (Gillette 2005; Theising 

and Moore 2003).  As a result, over the past two decades smaller cities experiencing 

fiscal distress have come under much more direct state involvement as state governments 

have a greater role in intervening in those cities.     

However, this focus in the scholarship obscures the fact that local governments 

are creations of their state governments and that over much of United States’ history, it 
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was state governments, not the federal government, that had authority over the operation 

and maintenance of local governments.     

State government involvement in fiscally distressed cities went through a 

resurgence in the 1990s stemming in part from these shifting levels of federal and state 

funding.  This period marked the third time in the twentieth century of state government 

intervention in their local municipalities.  Beginning with the economic crisis of the Great 

Depression when both large and small cities experienced fiscal distress and then again in 

the 1970s and into the 1980s large cities like New York, Cleveland, and Philadelphia 

faced economic, fiscal and political issues in the operation of municipal government.    In 

this most recent period, state governments across the country introduced oversight 

measures for cities to operate more efficiently and effectively.  This especially was the 

case when it came to using state aid and in light of declining federal aid to cities, and 

more recently with escalating costs and declining revenue in a stagnating national 

economy.  According to one study on the increasing rates of state government 

intervention into municipalities in the 1990s, they point out that smaller cities “usually do 

not attract the attention given to large, highly visible cities, but they present equally 

thorny problems for state governments.  Unlike major urban centers, they are unlikely to 

receive substantial assistance from the federal government.” (Cahill et al. 1994, 253).  

Cities such as East St. Louis, IL, Chelsea, MA and Flint, MI are examples of local 

municipalities that faced urban economic decline along with government fiscal and 

political failure.  In each case, there was variation to the extent of state involvement, but 

generally state governments intervened through oversight boards, with degrees of 

authority in local governmental matters and to assist the cities to regain fiscal stability.  
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Usually these oversight boards also provided state financial assistance along with an 

allowance for the city to run a short-term deficit in exchange for more intense state 

intervention (Berman 1995; Lowe 1997).   

East St. Louis faced acute fiscal and political failure in 1990 causing the Illinois 

state legislature to pass the Financially Distressed Cities Law and the related Local 

Government Financial Planning and Supervision Act.  Prior to these laws Illinois state 

government had no legal mechanism for state oversight of local municipalities.  The laws 

were designed to provide East St. Louis with state assistance in the form of a financial 

review board, loans and state bonding authority.  Unlike oversight of local municipalities 

in other states, the Financially Distressed Cities Law requires municipalities to request 

state involvement before the state will put oversight measures into place.   In the decade 

after the State of Illinois took over financial management in East St. Louis there was a 

degree of fiscal rehabilitation as revenues increased due to new legalized riverboat 

gambling in the city and restructuring of municipal debt as well as some new state and 

federal economic and community development programs (Reardon 1997).  By the end of 

the decade, however, East St. Louis was faced with declining revenues, without the 

economic or institutional capacity to respond, and dealing with some of the same fiscal 

issues that brought it under state oversight in the first place.   

At around the same time in the early 1990s the City of Chelsea, Massachusetts 

was another municipality to experience state oversight in an attempt to address fiscal, 

economic and political failure.  In 1991, after decades of economic decline and years of 

political patronage and government ineptness, the City of Chelsea came under state 

oversight through a state appointed receiver, who had power to modify city contracts, 
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change zoning regulations and increase city revenue.  Within a year the state-appointed 

receiver left the city with a balanced budget and a $7 million surplus.  The example of 

state involvement in Chelsea stands out because, in addition to re-organization of 

government and introduction of cost saving and other accounting measures, state-

appointed leadership focused on government capacity building through a combination of 

new leadership and training for existing government employees.  As one recent report of 

Chelsea’s recovery put it, “once looked upon as a dismal municipal outpost, Chelsea is 

now considered an incubator of talent, the seeds of which can be traced to the 

appointment of Jim Carlin as receiver nearly two decades ago” (Rosenberg 2009). 

 State government intervention in Flint, Michigan represents yet another type of 

state takeover of municipalities.  Flint, like Camden, experienced dramatic declines in 

industrial economic power in the second half of the twentieth century.  By the end of the 

century, Flint was facing fiscal failure.  Flint came under state receivership two times in 

the past decade.  From 2002-2004 the state of Michigan appointed an emergency fiscal 

manager to oversee the city’s finances (Longley 2011).  Through a combination of pay 

cuts, reduction in services and tax increases the state-appointed manager was able to 

reduce the $30 million in debt Flint faced at the start of the decade.  In the second state 

intervention, Michigan’s Governor appointed another manager to oversee Flint’s fiscal 

practices.  Particular to the second state takeover, the state appointed manager has set his 

sights on collective bargaining agreements between the city’s unionized workforce and 

city government in order to reduce labor costs for the city (Sands 2012).                  

For supporters of state takeovers, the apparent advantages are clear: providing 

short-term assistance and guidance to failing cities to make them more fiscally 
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accountable so that long-term outcomes can reduce the amount of state aid they receive.  

Usually this approach comes with reductions in operating budgets, sometimes because of 

privatizing certain services.  Another benefit is that state takeovers provide local public 

officials with “political cover” to make changes in government operations that they 

otherwise would not take the risk to make.  These changes often involve renegotiated 

contracts with public employees and their unions to reduce labor costs, an overall 

reduction in personnel, or a consolidation of government offices to reduce redundant or 

irrelevant offices or agencies (Cahill et al. 1994, 255).  Critics of state financial oversight 

point out that reforms rarely address some of the root causes of fiscal insolvency: lost 

revenue due to capital mobility and population loss combined with the costs of increasing 

poverty and aging infrastructure.  In other words, as one policy analyst explained the 

challenge to state fiscal oversight boards:  “What the control board can do is hold the city 

to a constant compass and hold it to a constant direction.  But if they're just going to go in 

there and enforce a balanced budget as opposed to looking for long-term economic 

planning, then I think they will have squandered an opportunity.” (Lowe 1997). 

New Jersey was another state that intervened in local municipal operations in the 

1990s when there were certain debt, budget, or management issues that prevented local 

municipalities from operating effectively.  The approaches taken were highly influenced 

by partisan and ideological agendas, whereby Republicans called for managerial 

oversight, while Democrats supported increased state aid to address structural economic 

issues.   

During the initial phase of intervention, New Jersey’s approach generally was 

reactive and used managerial remedies with short-term goals similar to many states in the 
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Northeast or industrialized Midwest where cities faced decades of economic decline 

(Cahill et al. 1994, 257).  Beginning in the early 1990s, Camden presented a unique 

challenge to New Jersey state government as plans developed over the decade to aid the 

poorest city in the state.  Two dominant and competing policy approaches to the city 

marked this period.  On one end of the spectrum, state policymakers sought to reduce 

Camden’s reliance on emergency state aid with the goal of increasing the governing 

capacity through a number of revised management and accounting measures and 

relatively little additional state funding.  On the other end of the spectrum, policymakers 

attempted to address what they saw as chronic structural inequalities in the city through 

the use of large infusions of public funds for commercial and housing development to 

attract capital and middle class residents back to the city (Bryant 1994).   In an historic 

move, by the end of the decade, the N.J. Governor’s office was ready to announce a 

complete state takeover of city government.  By 2002, the Municipal Rehabilitation and 

Economic Recovery Act completed the process begun a decade earlier by finalizing near 

total state control over Camden City government in exchange for major state funding to 

address structural issues hampering Camden’s revitalization.  While the actors and 

motivations involved in state supervision of Camden changed over the course of the 

decade, many of the goals remained the same.   

The purpose of this chapter is to examine state government involvement in the 

City of Camden from 1992-2002 ultimately leading to the Camden Recovery Act, as well 

as, how and why the Camden Recovery Act was passed and its importance to the City of 

Camden, the state of New Jersey, and the region.  The chapter will cover various state-

level policy approaches to Camden from 1992-2002 and pay special attention to the 
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competing solutions, from fixing Camden’s structural challenges, to focusing on 

increased governing capacity with the goal of fiscal independence from the state 

government.   

 

State Approaches To Fixing Camden 

Going back to the 1970s, Camden, like other industrially based cities, faced 

increasing fiscal and political challenges with regard to maintaining an adequate tax base 

while funding government services and meeting the fiscal requirements of the city.  

Extraordinary aid from New Jersey state government expanded into the 1980s, as year 

after year of budget closing measures required Camden city government to rely on the 

state.  Increasing levels of state funding going to Camden became an issue for critics of 

South Jersey partisan politics, and in particular criticism of what many saw as 

Democratic Party control in the city.  As decades of Federal government spending was 

scaled back in cities across the United States, including Camden, the questions became: 

what should the state government do to help Camden to get beyond its reliance on 

extraordinary state aid?  What are both the power and the proper role of the state 

government to involve itself in the operations of Camden?  Throughout the 1990s, several 

attempts from across the political spectrum were proposed to aid Camden and illustrate 

the range of responses on the part of New Jersey state government.  Ultimately, a 

combination of these proposals and political realities at the time shaped the policy 

approach that became the Camden Recovery Act.     

The first attempt to manage fiscal distress in Camden came in 1992, after 

Republicans took control of the New Jersey State Legislature, a Camden County 
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Republican Assemblyman, Lee Soloman, along with State Assembly Speaker Garabed 

“Chuck” Haytaian introduced the “Municipal Aid Accountability Act” (A1622) 

“concerning temporary special supervisory assistance to municipalities excessively 

dependent on State aid.” (p. 1) The purpose of the legislation was to establish “financial 

control boards to provide guidance and oversight to dependent municipalities” (p. 1) or 

those older urban areas that were receiving significant amounts of state aid without 

achieving any of the goals of this aid or reversing symptoms of decline.  New Jersey was 

one of only several states nationally in the early 1990s that attempted to develop what 

became known as “multijurisdictional distress legislation” as opposed to ad hoc 

responses to municipal fiscal distress (Cahill, et al. 1994, 255).  The City of Camden was 

targeted by Soloman, but the legislation was also part of an overall goal by Republicans 

to challenge the Democrats’ long-time control of the state, reduce Governor Florio’s 

proposed tax increase, and cut back spending in areas traditionally benefiting or 

important to Democratic constituents such as the office of the Public Advocate, health 

benefits for public employees, and the Department of Environmental Protection and 

Energy (Gray 1992).  Had this legislation been made into law, the Act would have 

established a three-person financial revue board pursuant to a report from the Director of 

the Division of Local Government Services in the Department of Community Affairs 

identifying all municipalities receiving 50% of their budget appropriations from State 

assistance.  This board would have broad powers ranging from contract review and all 

personnel matters to forcing the municipality to enter into cost saving agreements with 

other municipalities.       
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A year later, a group of Camden County Democrats including Freeholder Jeffrey 

Nash, city Democratic Chairman Theodore Hinson, and Cooper’s Ferry Development 

Association Executive Director Thomas Corcoran, working with Governor Florio 

unveiled their plan to address the problems facing the City of Camden.  Called the 

“Camden Initiative”, the plan targeted several policy areas including economic 

development, housing, and health care with a large infusion of county and state aid along 

with Delaware River Port Authority (DRPA) and AFL-CIO funds in order to bring 

Camden back from what was at that time three decades of dwindling public resources and 

increasing fiscal pressures on local government (Nash Interview, 2007). 

The Camden Initiative was estimated to cost approximately $50 million, including 

$20 million from AFL-CIO pension investment funds, and would achieve its goals 

through a combination of large-scale and targeted plans.  Central to the plan was the 

redevelopment of three tracts of land totaling 205 acres in the city to create industrial and 

business parks and create upward of 4,000 jobs.  Coupled with job training, the creation 

of new jobs was targeted to help city residents.  The initiative also called for housing 

development and targeting six neighborhood commercial areas for small business 

development.  

The Camden Initiative also had many critics.  In particular, Camden residents, 

civic, and church groups believed that the Camden Initiative was one more attempt by 

political elites in the city and county to propose development without public input (Rohr 

and Ott 1993; Ott 1993).  Overall, critics charged that they were not opposed to 

investment in the city, but after more than a decade of county-driven plans to generate 

revenue in the city, including a county sewer treatment plant, a trash incinerator, and a 



 

 68 

state prison, many felt it was being planned and ultimately would be executed without 

involving the residents of the city.       

The Municipal Aid Accountability Act and the Camden Initiative represented the 

two sides early on of the debate on state involvement in Camden that shaped the 1990s.  

On the one side was an emphasis on state financial oversight to efficiently and effectively 

use public dollars in the city.  On the other side was a plan for increased public funding to 

address the core economic issues facing the city including attracting employers, 

developing jobs and improving the city’s tax base to allow the city to be more 

independent from state funding. 

However, before the Camden Initiative could develop much further Governor 

Florio was ushered from office in defeat by his Republican challenger, Christine Todd 

Whitman, in 1993.  The fatal political decision for Florio was his proposed 1 percent 

sales tax hike.  Whitman campaigned against the “tax and spend” policies of the 

Democrats across the state and re-introduced her own version of traditional small 

government politics.  Any chance of large infusions of state funding for Camden also 

ended with the departure of Florio and any state support he could offer to Camden 

County Democrats.  Instead, the state’s approach to Camden resembled the fiscal 

austerity of government reforms without a long-term plan for structural economic change.      

 

State Managerial Oversight 

  In 1995, the state again took a look at Camden’s financial situation and its use of 

public funds, but this time it was as an unintended consequence of Camden politics.  

Within six months of Arnold Webster becoming Mayor of Camden in 1994, he convened 
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a team of financial specialists to perform a management review of Camden’s 

government.  Webster had won office with the support of the County Democratic Party 

but thought of himself as a reform-minded mayor trying to bring the city’s expenses in 

line with its revenue and reduce increasing reliance year after year on state funding.  

Toward the end of the year-long process to evaluate the city government, Webster moved 

one step further toward attempting to address some of Camden’s dire circumstances 

regarding municipal finances.  In May 1995, he requested an audit of Camden’s finances 

by the state’s Department of Community Affairs (DCA).  The DCA had done similar 

audits for other New Jersey municipalities as a free service and to Webster this would 

allow his administration to get a new perspective into the budgeting process in the city.  It 

was also a way to circumvent some of the long-standing power relations in the city and 

county over public finances.  Webster believed that he could use the results of the audit to 

his advantage by criticizing his opponents, both inside and outside of city government.  

He had pointed out at the time that, “I'm dependent on those individuals. They've been in 

that position for a decade. . . . Getting a fresh outside view from a source other than local 

officials might be helpful.” (Ott 1995).   

Instead of the objective financial review Mayor Webster was looking for, the 

audit resulted in an indictment of Camden City government and widespread criticism of 

city government financial inefficiencies and operational dysfunction (City of Camden 

Budget Review Team 1996).  Mayor Webster, as Chief Executive, became the focus of 

the criticism and the one primarily expected to fix the problems of the city.  Perhaps more 

to the point, Mayor Webster was not able to convince some of the most vocal critics that 

previous administrations, not his, were responsible for Camden’s problems.  Several 
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months after the results of the state audit were made public Mayor Webster, speaking 

about his openness to state oversight in order to correct policies in the city, pointed out 

that they “should have been enforced all along.  Had they been, we wouldn’t be in the 

plight that we’re in.” (Lowe and Mondics 1996).   

Mayor Webster had a legitimate point that long-standing accounting or 

operational inefficiencies had been in place for years, if not decades, and it would take 

longer than a few months to change those practices.  Initially, after the audit was released 

the Webster Administration and City Council leadership took steps to address the 280 

recommendations made in the report to satisfy the state DCA.  The commissioner of the 

DCA provided a fairly neutral assessment of Camden’s efforts at the time: “We see this 

report as a step in the right direction and hope that Camden will continue to pursue 

meaningful efficiencies and genuine reform.  There is much more that needs to be done, 

however, and we cannot lose sight of that fact.'' (Lowe 1996b).  But in the end, the report 

and its damning assessment of Camden government became the reason for increased state 

financial and administrative oversight of Camden.   

In May 1996, Robert Law, a senior accountant at the New Jersey accounting firm 

of Bowman & Co., was appointed by the state DCA to take over responsibility for 

overseeing Camden’s efforts to institute changes needed to respond to the state audit.  

According to a spokesperson from the DCA, Law’s primary duty was to “essentially 

function as the state's watchdog - the eyes and ears of the state with respect to fiscal 

matters” (Rouse 1996).  Of the many needed reforms in Camden, Law and the DCA 

focused on the core issues of revising the city’s accounting and budgeting practices that 

seemingly covered up levels of waste and mismanagement for many years, as well as 
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how the city awarded and managed contracts.  The report pointed out that most 

accounting practices across city offices and departments were not followed properly, if at 

all, and personnel responsible for the city’s finances were largely undertrained or 

untrained for their positions.  In addition, millions of dollars of city government contracts 

were awarded over years on a non-competitive basis, instead of using the practice of 

putting out requests for bids and awarding the most cost effective contractor (City of 

Camden Budget Review Team 1996, 9-10).   

In mid-1996, the Mayor’s office and City Council along with the help of the 

Budget Review and Quality Management Task Force made up of 19 members and 

formed in cooperation between the Mayor’s Office and City Council, instituted over 50 

of the audit’s recommendations resulting in a savings and revenue to city government 

totaling $10 million (Pristin 1996).  However, over the course of the next year, whatever 

good feelings existed between the city and the state went sour.  The audit of the city 

under the Webster Administration opened up too many questions about Camden’s fiscal 

stability and provided state Republicans with the entrance they needed to introduce fiscal 

oversight to manage state spending in the city while also undercutting Democratic party 

control in the city.  

Around the same time in June 1996, the Whitman Administration introduced a 

slightly more comprehensive approach to help the city called the “Better Camden” 

initiative to help with housing reclamation and public safety.  This program acted as a 

“carrot” to balance out the “stick” approach of state oversight in the city.  Seven state 

offices had planned involvement in the initiative from the Department of Community 

Affairs to the New Jersey Housing and Mortgage Finance Agency.  All together, the state 
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agencies, with $150,000 in matching funds from Camden City government, planned to 

contribute $14.2 million to fund the initiative (Lowe 1996a).  Also of importance was that 

the initiative was designed and would have been carried out with little involvement of 

Camden City government and instead engaged non-profits and community groups in 

Camden as its main allies in redevelopment.  This approach underscored a general 

distrust in city government, while at the same time marked the beginning of a new trend 

toward cooperation directly between Governor Whitman’s administration and the non-

profit community in Camden.  

Both Law’s appointment and the Better Camden initiative reflected Whitman’s 

overall approach to governing: incremental change with less government involvement 

(Mondics 1996a; Mondics 1996b).  The appointment of a “watchdog” over Camden’s 

finances came just a few months after Whitman announced that the state would not take 

over Camden’s government.  Instead, her administration hoped to keep Camden City 

government on track with reforms brought up in the audit through the use of better 

accounting tools and penalties for fiscal mismanagement (Lowe and Mondics 1996).  

Moreover, Whitman’s Better Camden Initiative was another example of public-private 

partnerships, a model throughout the decade, whereby government works with the private 

sector to create economic opportunities for private investors, or non-governmental non-

profits, by acquiring land, razing buildings and otherwise preparing urban space for 

market rate housing and commercial development. 

Of these two approaches, however, factors regarding an increased perception of 

public corruption and incompetence of city government placed a greater emphasis on 

management and fiscal reforms by the state over any plans to address structural issues 
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affecting the economic environment in which city government operated.  This divide 

between decisions by state government that would have addressed more efficient 

government operations, attached to little or no increase in additional funding, versus large 

infusions of public funding to address structural issues typified the debate over policies to 

deal with Camden throughout the 1990s, and indeed across many similarly situated cities.  

The problem with the managerial approach to reforming Camden was that, while there 

was certainly a degree of incapacity, incompetence, and possibly corruption in city 

government, fundamentally the cause of the fiscal distress Camden faced was chronic and 

historic economic, political and social factors.  The management approach of the state 

government in the mid-1990s was short-term and did essentially nothing to address the 

broader structural factors in Camden.  

 

Camden Under State Financial Review 

State oversight of Camden became more formalized with the creation of a state 

Financial Review Board, under the authority of the New Jersey Department of 

Community Affairs, in June 1997.  Leading up to this, in the spring of 1997 and in an 

ongoing response to the state audit in Camden and a seeming inability of the city to use 

accepted accounting measures and improve its fiscal health, the Whitman Administration 

wrote draft legislation to deal with Camden’s fiscal situation and then sought a sponsor in 

order to have it introduced in the legislature (Gillette 2005, 194).  Assemblyman Joseph 

Roberts (D-Camden) supported the Whitman draft for a state financial review board and 

introduced it with the intention of gaining some control over the process leading to state 

oversight (Ginsberg and Lowe 1997).  The three state representatives for Camden:  



 

 74 

Roberts, Senator Wayne Bryant, and Assemblywoman Nilsa Cruz Perez each were 

critical of the state’s plan to introduce a near total takeover of the city.  In particular, the 

three Camden County Democrats argued that any legislation to bring more extensive state 

oversight into Camden should also include provisions and funding for economic 

development projects with the goal of rebuilding Camden’s tax base through increased 

tax ratables in the city (Bryant 2003; Cruz-Perez Interview 2007).  Senator Bryant’s 

version of the legislation, Senate bill 223, introduced several months mirrored the 

Whitman and Roberts legislation but also placed a focus on economic rehabilitation.  In 

particular, Bryant proposed the use of income tax exemption for residents of any 

municipality under financial review and corporate tax exemptions for businesses 

operating in the municipality.  Similar to how the Pennsylvania Intergovernmental 

Cooperation Authority structured state oversight in neighboring Philadelphia (Berman 

2003, 61), he also proposed in section 31a that one-half of the state income tax collected 

in a municipality under financial review be returned by the state treasury to the 

municipality for “undertaking public improvements and economic development projects 

in those municipalities”.   

Ultimately, however, the Whitman Administration introduced state oversight 

focusing on managerial and accounting reforms without significant state aid for economic 

development.  In 1997, the city of Camden also saw a changing of the guard in the 

Mayor’s Office.  Milton Milan was the city’s first Puerto Rican Mayor and previously 

City Council President.  Milan’s election was the result of several years of political 

organizing in Camden’s Latino community and a fractured pool of candidates for Mayor 

that made it possible for the minority Latino vote (38% of total registered voters) to bring 
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one of its own to victory.  In addition, Milan was successful in presenting a populist side 

to his campaign, lending authenticity to the idea that working class and poor residents 

would have a voice in the city, county, and state (Malloy 1998, 413-14).  Although Milan 

only had a short career in government, many Camden residents saw him as tough and 

independent from the corruption of the county Democratic Party. 

Milan’s hands-on, pragmatic approach as President of City Council continued 

over into his role as Mayor.  He believed that the city could turn itself around by his 

administration doing the small things effectively.  Street cleaning, code enforcement, 

efficient sanitation and public safety would send the message that Camden’s government 

is working for its residents, and residents of the city in turn would develop confidence in 

their communities (Lowe 1998a; Ott 1998; Ott 1998b; Gillette 2005, 195).  He also was 

willing to work with the state to manage a more efficient city government in exchange for 

state aid, and tried to aggressively market Camden to the wider business community.  

Soon after Milan was elected Mayor, he was appointed by Whitman as a voting 

member to the state local finance board that had responsibility for supervising Camden’s 

operations.  Initially, Milan was enthusiastic about his role on the board and thought 

partnering with the state in a constructive way would ultimately help the city.  However, 

Milan eventually realized over the course of his first year on the board that state 

supervision meant less power for both himself and other elected officials in the city with 

no increased commitment in state funding.  One example of this frustration was over the 

issue of street cleaning machines.  Milan ran as mayor on many bread and butter issues 

such as public safety, government services, public nuisance regulations and clean 

neighborhoods.  The review board spent two full meetings quibbling over funds for street 
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cleaning machines for the city.  While seemingly a minor example, for Milan this 

represented a fundamental disconnect between his administration and the state oversight 

board over the role each would play in the city (Gillette 2005, 195).  After about a year of 

wrangling between Milan and the oversight board, Milan realized there would be no 

additional state funding to help the city and ultimately entered into a game of 

brinkmanship with the state by declaring the city bankrupt.    

Milan’s motivation in declaring bankruptcy was to counter the state’s move to 

withhold state funding in response to Camden’s requirement to revise certain accounting 

measures.  His declaration of bankruptcy essentially became the final straw for state 

takeover.  Up to this point, Governor Whitman and the DCA had several concerns about 

a complete state takeover of Camden.  For several years, Whitman had pointed out that 

any solution requiring state involvement in Camden needed to be tailored to meet the 

short term needs of the city and have a clear end date.  The Governor did not want to be 

involved in a long-term situation where there was no exit plan for state oversight.  In 

addition, there was no recent legal precedent in the state for a complete takeover of the 

city and so there remained some question about the state’s authority to take over the city 

in a financial situation short of the city declaring bankruptcy.   

The relationship between the Whitman Administration, the state DCA, and public 

leadership in Camden worsened even further between 1999 and 2000.  The state’s 

oversight increasingly required more and more reporting measures by the city.  These 

measures included audits that the city was required by the state to submit and every year 

since 1997 the city was late in submitting, a failing standard that surpassed any other 

municipality in the state.  Critics of the city pointed out that the state continued to help 
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Camden close its budget gap every year with extraordinary municipal aid while Camden 

government resisted state oversight.   

Added to the wrangling were allegations surfacing about Milan’s criminal 

activity, both before and since becoming Mayor (NY Times 2000; Mansnerus 2000).  

Camden already had a reputation of corruption stemming from the conviction of Mayors 

Angelo Errichetti over ABSCAM in 1980, and in the 1990s of Arnold Webster from 

charges of receiving double salaries as both superintendent of the school board and 

Mayor.  Investigations surrounding Milan’s criminal activity made matters worse in 

terms of the state’s rationalizations for takeover of the city and the widespread public 

perception that Camden was corrupt and broken.   

Much of this came to a head, when in March 2000, Milan was indicted on 

nineteen counts of Federal corruption charges including conspiracy and bribery stemming 

from alleged connections to organized crime in Philadelphia and southern New Jersey.  

The indictments came after several years of FBI surveillance of Milan.  Following on the 

heals of the indictments came a letter on April 1 from the state DCA listing twelve 

demands that must be met by April 15 or the state would move toward complete takeover 

of the city.  Critics, such as Camden City Council President Gwendolyn Faison and 

Camden County Freeholder Director Jeffrey Nash argued that the state’s demands were 

an attempt to put increased pressure on Mayor Milan after his indictments by essentially 

holding the city hostage and placing an unrealistic and unfair timetable for city officials 

to address the issues brought up in the letter (Boyer, Ott and Couloumbis 2000; Ott 2000; 

Nash Interview 2007).      
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After Camden officials did not completely satisfy the requirements of the state, in 

May of 2000, the New Jersey Local Finance Board voted unanimously to place the city 

under direct state supervision.  The Local Finance Board “Voted without dissent to 

invoke a Depression era state law that allows the state to assume supervision of cities that 

demonstrate a high level of mismanagement, including recurring deficits, and that fail to 

fully collect taxes because of this mismanagement” (Peterson 2000).  State supervision in 

the several years up to this point had been largely advisory with increasing levels of 

authority over municipal operations.  Placing the city under direct state supervision 

changed the political dynamics between the city and the state significantly. 

Leading up to the vote by the Local Finance Board to place Camden under direct 

supervision was a lot of rhetoric on both sides claiming the various problems to 

Camden’s fiscal crisis, the source of the crisis, and the appropriate remedies.  The state 

government, including Governor Whitman, the Department of Community Affairs, the 

Division of Local Government Services, and the Local Finance Board repeatedly argued 

that Camden’s main problem was that it received large amounts of state aid (amounting 

to 70 percent of the city’s operating budget from the state) with no proper and accurate 

fiscal accountability and little to no indication that it would achieve its general goal of 

fiscal stability.  Much of the state-city politics was aggravated during the Milan 

Administration as each side perceived the other as undermining its plans to turn the city 

around and limit its authority.  On the other side of the issue, local government officials 

from the city, county, and state levels and many civic leaders saw Camden’s problems as 

largely systemic, originating from a lack of resources.  The loss of a viable tax base, the 

over-reliance on property taxes, and the continued financial burdens of unemployment, 
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concentrated poverty, crime, and an aging infrastructure put Camden in a situation that 

had been building for decades and needed more than internal government reforms to 

address.  

In addition to the competing views over the source of Camden’s problems came 

the added point of friction between the city and the state with talk of a state-appointed 

administrator (in addition to a review board) with extensive power and authority in 

governing the city.  For state officials, appointing a city administrator with authority to 

make decisions at all levels of city government was crucial if any real reform was going 

to happen and especially in light of any discussion of committing more state money to the 

city.  Because the problem was incompetence and mismanagement, the state believed that 

bringing someone in to effectively run the city was the only way to overcome years and 

layers of government waste and abuse affecting Camden.  For local officials, the solution 

of appointing a state administrator was the last straw in dealing with the state.  Many 

people in Camden saw the full-fledged takeover of city government as an abuse of state 

power and disenfranchisement of city residents.  The prospects of a state takeover with a 

state-appointed administrator were all the more acute given that the state was offering 

little in the way of addressing Camden’s structural problems of resources to make it 

possible for Camden to become independent from both state funding and state oversight.   

 

Lead Up To The Recovery Act 

With these larger political issues as context, in June 2000 the Whitman 

Administration presented a first draft of the Municipal Rehabilitation and Economic 

Revitalization Act, introduced into the state Senate by Martha Bark, a Republican Senator 
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representing parts of Atlantic, Burlington and Camden Counties.  This was billed as a 

“landmark measure” and as a last resort for municipalities that had been placed under 

state financial supervision for at least 18 months with little immediate likelihood of return 

to local control.  At the time, Camden was the only city that met the requirements of the 

bill.  Among other parts of the measure was the inclusion of a state-run “Rehabilitated 

Cities Revitalization Fund” started at $12.5 million, an “Open for Business Incentive 

Program” that would provide a corporate business taxes rebate for expansion or 

relocation to the city, and various other reductions in municipal and state taxes (N.J. 

Office of the Governor 2000).  The legislation also included the addition of a Chief 

Management Officer appointed by the state to directly govern municipal affairs in 

Camden, which would continue to be a major point of disagreement between Republicans 

and Democrats in the legislature.  Moreover, under the legislation, the state appointed 

executive had the “power to break contracts, ignore civil service rules in hiring and firing, 

issue or revoke licenses and direct all appointments and spending decisions.  The 

manager’s only obligation to the public would be to consult with a state-selected board of 

local citizens and to hold two public hearings a year (Peterson 2000).  Democratic State 

Senator Wayne Bryant was one of its biggest critics; well known for the comment at the 

time that Whitman was playing “plantation politics” by introducing what amounted to an 

overseer to a city with a majority of African American residents.  Behind the political 

rhetoric, Democratic critics of state action were also concerned with losing control over a 

Democratic-controlled city in a Democrat-controlled county.  But it is exactly that point 

that has long been a goal of state Republicans.     
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In October 2000, Richard Bagger, a central New Jersey Republican and Chair of 

the Assembly Appropriations Committee introduced a second version of Assembly bill 

2853, the “Municipal Rehabilitation and Economic Revitalization Act” with the support 

of the Whitman Administration.  This version differed slightly from the one introduced 

by Senator Bark in June.  In particular, Bagger’s bill softened some of the language 

concerning the power of the state administrator, the extent of the state takeover, and 

slightly extending opportunity for public input, thus attempting to address concerns over 

the authority of city government vis a vis a state administrator.  For example, the new 

version, Assembly bill 2853, specified the Office of the Mayor, not the general term of 

“governing body”, as the primary public official with a somewhat limited collaborative 

role in governing along with the state-appointed Chief Management Officer (CMO).  In 

the original version Senate bill 1507, the legislation allowed the CMO to delegate certain 

functions, powers or duties to the governing body, but bill A2853 changed that language 

to specify delegation to the Mayor.  Relatively more significant is the recourse provided 

to the municipal governing body, along with a community advisory board established by 

the legislation, to develop their own proposals and to disagree with proposals made by 

the CMO.  In the earlier S1507 bill, the CMO had the power to “make, amend and repeal 

ordinances, resolutions, rules, policies and guidelines” and in A2853 this language was 

changed to “propose” ordinances, resolutions, rules, policies and guidelines.  Also bill 

A2853 introduced a process whereby disagreements over plans to address the conditions 

leading to direct state oversight between the CMO and the governing body could be 

brought before and ruled on by the Local Finance Board.  Such a process did not exist in 

bill S1507 and the question of adjudicating disagreements between Camden City 
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government and the state administrator continued as an issue through all versions of the 

state takeover.  Finally, bill A2853 doubled the number of public meetings, from 2 to 4, 

that the CMO had to convene to advise members of the public on the activities within the 

municipality and allow for questions from the public.  These changes represented a minor 

yet clear evolution of the Republican-backed approach to state oversight of Camden.  The 

biggest changes over the next year had to do with the amount of public spending the state 

was willing to commit to the city and what policy goals it set for that funding.  

Also in 2000, the Whitman Administration presented its second plan for the city 

in “The City of Camden Multi-Year Recovery Plan”.  The plan touted over $100 million 

in investment in the city by 2003, which was higher than the earlier “Better Camden 

Initiative”, but again the focus was primarily on new sources of recurring revenue 

authorized by the State government (as opposed to additional increased state funding), 

along with management initiatives.  At its core, this new plan offered approaches to 

saving money and expanding revenue in the city without raising taxes or cutting essential 

services.   

The plan for investment in the city included using money found from 

management reforms and consolidation of services, amounting to an estimated $33.4 

million by fiscal year 2004, to pay for debt service on $103 million in capital investment 

in the city.  Also, the goal of the plan was to reduce and redirect Special State Aid to the 

city.  Special State Aid used to close annual funding gaps would decline from $13.5 

million in 2001 to zero by 2004 and other Special State Aid ($8.5 million in 2004) would 

continue but would be targeted toward debt service on the $103 million in long-term 

capital investment in the city (Multi-Year Recovery Plan 2000, 6).  Of the $103 million 
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in capital investment, $63 million would go towards municipal improvements, such as 

police, fire and public works equipment and buildings.  The remaining $40 million would 

go toward economic development projects, with most of that going toward demolition, 

acquisition and rehabilitation of building and land along the waterfront and some 

neighborhoods across the city.   

Three things, in particular, stand out about this plan compared to the approach 

ultimately adopted by the Camden Recovery Act.  First, the greatest emphasis to reduce 

municipal spending is clearly focused on administrative reforms and other municipal cost 

saving measures.  Throughout the plan are the goals to make Camden City government 

more efficient, effective and fiscally accountable, thereby ultimately reducing its reliance 

on significant forms of state funding and turning around decades of government 

incapacity.  Second, absent from this plan is the funding of infrastructure or expansion 

projects by the major institutions in the city: the medical and higher educational 

institutions.  Lastly, this plan sets a new agenda of partnering with non-profit and church-

based organizations in the city with a focus on shoring up neighborhoods, particularly 

those with higher percentages of middle class residents and home owners.  In terms of 

approaches to economic development projects, the plan underscores goals put out by 

Camden Churches Organized for People, Concerned Black Clergy of the City of Camden, 

and the Greater Camden Partnership (a coalition of pro-center city business interests), 

and focuses on retaining and attracting middle class residents to the more residentially 

stable Parkside and Fairview neighborhoods, along with supporting housing rehabilitation 

by the initiatives around Sacred Heart Church in south Camden and St. Joseph’s 

Carpenters Society (Ibid, 22, 25-27).          
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The Multi-Year Recovery Plan never went any further than the policy proposal 

stage because in 2001 several changes caused new dynamics around city-state politics.  

Mayor Milan was convicted on Federal corruption charges and was replaced as Mayor by 

Gwendolyn Faison, former President of City Council.  Governor Whitman left her 

position to lead the Federal Environmental Protection Agency and was replaced by 

Senate President, Donald DiFrancesco.  Both Faison and DiFrancesco were seasoned 

political pragmatists and saw the change in leadership as a new page for the future.  Also 

in early 2001, State Senator Wayne Bryant, stepped in to fill the vacuum left by the 

departure of Whitman and Milan.  A combination of Bryant’s long-time engagement in 

policies to help the city of Camden, his power base in Camden County, and his seniority 

in the Senate resulted in a new approach toward Camden along with the collaboration of 

Acting Governor DiFrancesco.  This relationship between Bryant and DiFrancesco made 

it possible to overcome earlier opposition from both Camden County Democrats to a state 

takeover of the city and earlier Republican opposition to more state funding for Camden 

(Peterson 2001).   

 

The Final Path To The Camden Recovery Act 

In May 2001, the DiFrancesco administration released the “Comprehensive 

Revitalization Plan for Camden: A National Model.”  The policy proposal included plans 

for $150 million in state-backed bonds, $50 million in funding from Camden County to 

fund parks, the city’s 911 emergency system, and to make repairs to the city’s sewers and 

streets.  The funding from Camden County was especially problematic since it was not 
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confirmed with the Camden County Freeholders before the plan was released to the 

public (Nash Interview 2007).   

DiFrancesco’s plan also included a bipartisan power sharing in carrying out the 

legislation and overseeing investment in the city.  In particular, in addition to state and 

Camden County Democrats the plan received active support from Delaware River Port 

Authority (DRPA) Vice Director Glenn Paulsen.  Paulsen was a Republican power 

broker from Burlington County with a commitment to funding revitalization in Camden 

due, at least in part, to its regional importance for the rest of the southern New Jersey.  In 

the late 1990s, the DRPA through the support of Paulsen and working with Camden 

County Democratic Freeholders committed millions of dollars to recovery plans in the 

city (Ibid).  Under DiFrancesco’s initiative, funding from the DRPA amounting to 

approximately $150 million meant that the Republicans who controlled the DRPA would 

be given the majority of the responsibility for overseeing the redevelopment in the city.  

Downtown constituencies such as the “Eds and Meds”, certain business interests, and 

Cooper’s Ferry Community Development Corporation would receive funds for favored 

projects. 

This approach presented several obstacles on many sides.  First, Democrats in the 

state and the county were concerned with the DRPA, as a Republican-controlled 

institution, having such significant control over redevelopment in Camden, a place that 

had historically been controlled by Democrats.  This concern was addressed by the 

summer of 2001, when Republicans reduced DRPA’s share of revenue control from $150 

million to $63.5 million so that some Democrats in the city and the county came around 

to support it.  Secondly, the question remained over the powers vested in a state-
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appointed Chief Operating Officer (COO) to mange redevelopment in the city.  The 

DiFrancesco plan, in collaboration with Senator Bryant and other Democrats included a 

COO who would have veto power over the mayor and city council, but could be 

overridden by city council with a 2/3 vote, with the COO given an ultimate appeal to a 

special judge established by the state (Peterson 2001). 

Simultaneously, in May 2001, State Senators Bryant and Bark introduced Senate 

bill 2449, the Camden Rehabilitation and Economic Recovery Act, as a slightly more 

comprehensive version of legislation to aid Camden.  The rationale for the legislation had 

to do with problems that the city of Camden faced stemming from population and job 

loss, including fiscal distress, unemployment, and declining property values.  The 

solution to these problems, according to the legislation in section 3 was for the state to 

create “a pilot program for a limited period of time during which considerable sums of 

money will be invested in the City of Camden with appropriate State supervision by an 

instrumentality of the State and a chief operating officer who is accountable to both city 

elected officials and the State”.  The legislation was written as a pilot because special 

legislation targeting just one municipality is prohibited by the state constitution, which 

was a sticking point causing the final version passed a year later to be written in more 

general terms.           

Since the legislation was viewed as coming down from the state as opposed to a 

local-state collaboration and seen as a near final attempt to pass legislation on behalf of 

the city, during the Summer and Fall of 2001 some Camden County Democrats rallied 

hard for changes to the proposed legislation to insure that their interest would be included 

in the final version.  Camden County Freeholder Director, Jeffrey Nash, and a coalition 
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of city and county public officials and powerbrokers largely spearheaded these attempts.  

Mayor Gwendolyn Faison presented her version of S2449 to Senator Wayne Bryant at 

the end of September, and Freeholder Director Nash worked on another version through 

the Fall.  Foremost among the changes was the amount, target, and source of spending on 

behalf of the city.  Camden County Democrats continued to want spending targeted 

toward large economic redevelopment projects in both the downtown and neighborhood 

sections of the city.  The legislation called for a total of $170 million in spending, mostly 

funded through bonds issued by the state’s Economic Development Authority, with only 

$6.9 million coming from a commitment from the state’s general fund (New Jersey 

Senate Memo). 

By November 2001, S2449 was still not passed by the Senate and there was 

increasing concern that unless there was more support for the bill it would not pass 

during the legislative session and would be placed at least another year behind.  Jeffrey 

Nash, along with Senator Wayne Bryant, Assemblyman Joseph Roberts, 

Assemblywoman Nilsa Cruz-Perez, Camden City Council President Angel Fuentes, and 

others helped coordinate an information session and community rally that took place in 

early December at a hotel in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, in which the plan was to “provide a 

brief overview of the bill…and discuss its projected impact on Camden City and the 

South Jersey region” (New Jersey 5th Legislative District Letter 2001).  A letter from 

Donald Norcross, President of the Southern New Jersey Central Labor Council of the 

AFL-CIO, Co-Chair of the Camden County Democratic Committee, and brother of 

Camden County Democratic power broker George Norcross, dated November 4, 2001 

billed the event as support of the legislation because it “is designed for Camden to regain 
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its financial footing and pave the foundation for the future growth of our regional 

economy, providing job training and funding infrastructure improvements” that are “sure 

to impact the future of working families in our area with upwards of $200 million at 

stake” that will “impact new construction, higher education, and our regional economy, 

and that means good jobs for the region”.      

At the event, Lou Bezich of the consulting firm Winning Strategies, made a 

presentation of the benefits of the legislation to the South Jersey region.  Bezich was not 

an impartial observer, however.  His firm was known for his connections to the 

Democratic Party in Camden County and was often hired to promote county party 

development projects.         

By the end of the legislative session at the start of 2002, the legislation was not 

passed and so had to be re-submitted in the new legislative session.  Two things changed, 

however, in the new legislative session.  First, the Governor’s office changed hands from 

Republican to Democrat with the election of James McGreevey.  With Governor 

McGreevey beginning his term with the state in financial distress, he had many new 

concerns about the fiscal health of the state that caused him to question additional 

spending bills like the Camden Recovery Act.  Added to this is that McGreevey 

superimposed himself on the existing legislative process because while campaigning in 

South Jersey he gave support to the measure to help Camden and so wanted to receive 

credit for turning Camden around.  

Once in office in 2002, the McGreevey administration realized the fiscal 

challenges the state faced and put a hold on any non-emergency spending.  This move 

really bothered Camden County Democrats including Senator Bryant, Assemblyman 
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Roberts, Assemblywoman Cruz-Perez and Freeholder Director Nash, who felt that 

McGreevey had gone back on his support for the city after South Jersey Democrats gave 

their support to the Governor.  This contingent of Democrats had a series of often 

contentious meetings with McGreevey’s staff to hammer out the details of a Camden aid 

package.  To add to the political drama, the group brought with them and placed in the 

middle of the table a piece of corroded and broken sewer pipe as a symbol of Camden’s 

aged infrastructure and years of disrepair.  After several meetings the  

Camden County Democrats were told that there would be no additional funding to 

Camden because of state budget constraints.  Bryant replied that if the Governor chose 

this course of action, Bryant as Chair of the Senate Budget and Appropriations 

committee, would have to hold up any spending bills proposed by the Governor (Nash 

Interview 2007).   

Ultimately, McGreevey relented and after presenting the legislation as if it were 

his own, supported a Camden recovery bill.  In the Spring of 2002, the Governor came to 

Camden with much fanfare to announce state support for the city.  He said he would 

return in 60 days with a state plan for the city.  In June, McGreevey returned to Camden 

to announce his support for legislation to help the city.  Not surprisingly his version of 

the legislation did not substantially differ from the one that Senator Bryant and others had 

proposed a year earlier.  The legislation was finally passed by the end of the legislative 

session in June of 2002. 
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Why The Camden Recovery Act? 

The Camden Recovery Act is a surprising piece of legislation for several reasons.  

First, the legislation committed an additional $175 million in state funds over five years 

to a city that was receiving at its height upwards of 70 percent of its operating budget 

from state aid.  This amount is significantly more than earlier proposed amounts to aid 

the city.  Another reason the legislation stands out is that it committed more state money 

to the City of Camden in order to get the city to the point of needing less state money.  In 

other words, it tipped the scale on the decade long debate in Camden over how best to 

address the problems toward increased funding to address structural issues including an 

insufficient tax base in the city.  

     Additionally, the legislation was unique because it received bipartisan support 

from mostly suburban legislators.  This goes against the conventional wisdom that the 

shift in electoral power from cities to suburbs leads to anti-urban politics (Campbell 

2007; Gainsborough 2001).  In the State Senate, which was evenly divided between 

Democrats and Republicans, this bipartisan support was crucial.  In the State Assembly, 

Democrats had a majority but several South and Central New Jersey Republicans also 

supported the legislation.  Generally, support among legislators was explainable in part 

because they were concerned about how a place like Camden interacted with their own 

district as part of the same geographic, economic, political and social location (Adler 

Interview 2007; Bark Interview 2007).  Overall the Recovery Act was an attempt to re-

conceptualize the city of Camden from a place to be feared, derided, and isolated, to a 

place that can act as an anchor for redevelopment in the county, region and state 

(Ridgway 2004; Hammer Siler George Associates 2003b).  State lawmakers from the 
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governor’s office down knew that Camden’s problems came with political costs.  As 

indicated previously in this chapter, when Governor Whitman took office, Republicans 

from southern New Jersey received a boost in support and some access to policymaking 

on the state level.  Independently, Whitman also recognized the advantages of helping 

Camden to reverse years of decline and being known as the Governor to solve the 

problems of America’s poorest city (Ott Interview 2007).  By the time the final two 

versions of the Camden Recovery Act made their way to the legislature in 2000 and 

2001, there may have been enough votes to pass the legislation, but there was not 

necessarily an agreement as to why legislators supported it.   

  In a state like New Jersey the debate on funding to cities is a little more real than 

other states because New Jersey is so extensively urbanized and even small cities in the 

state have an effect on the surrounding suburban region.  Because legislators realize this 

point, the debate over Camden, especially when it took on partisan tones, was about how, 

not if, to address the problems in the city.  Nearly all state public officials believed that 

Camden’s woes could be abated by increased private investment in the city leading to job 

creation and a sustainable tax base.  But the debate was over how to get there.  Beyond 

the initial partisan divide was the eventual agreement on policy to deal with Camden in 

the MRERA that reflected pro-urban policy with regional support among state 

lawmakers. 

However, regional support for aiding cities like Camden takes on several 

meanings.  Some state legislators viewed Camden paradoxically.  Camden is often seen 

as a drain on the region or the state and so regional views held by public officials are not 

always a positive thing.  Indeed, many suburban legislators had no altruistic interest in a 
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city like Camden except for the fact that directly or indirectly Camden impacted upon 

them and their own district.  For example, some may have supported the legislation 

because the negative perception of Camden carried over to the state as a whole, or at least 

the region, and therefore indirectly affected how their districts were viewed by visitors 

and businesses looking to invest or expand (Bark Interview 2007).  Others supported the 

legislation to protect towns in their district from problems that they thought came from 

the city of Camden.  This is a matter of trying to solve Camden’s problems in their place 

before they “spillover” into surrounding towns (Adler Interview 2007).   

       Still other public officials believed that regional interaction could be relatively 

positive and saw Camden as integral to a regional economy or the social fabric (Swan 

Interview 2007; Nash Interview 2007).  The medical and educational institutions in 

Camden provide significant employment for residents in the New Jersey suburbs and 

therefore maintaining those institutions in the city creates synergies that benefit everyone 

in the region (Ott 2004a).  Tourism in Camden along the waterfront was also seen as a 

unique benefit to the region.  Still others believed that the region had a responsibility to 

Camden because the city played such an important role in developing the region (Cruz-

Perez Interview 2007).  Not to mention the role the city still plays through sewer waste, 

prisons, and illegal drugs, in servicing the region.   

In other words, the regional solution to Camden’s problems both for the city 

itself, the county, and surrounding areas was not monolithic but was nonetheless 

successful on the state government level.  This gives nuance to regional arguments, 

especially the main argument forwarded by Orfield: that cities and inner ring suburbs 

have a common fate.  To be pro-urban means to recognize that cities matter to the 
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functioning of metropolitan areas.  Good or bad, New Jersey legislators knew they had to 

do something to deal with Camden (Schalick Interview 2007; Ott Interview 2007).  

However, as mentioned, this rationale for addressing the problems of Camden because of 

its place in the region more often took on the guise of “protective regionalism” whereby 

suburban representatives realized they needed to deal with the issues facing Camden 

before those issues spread into the towns in their district. Susan Bass Levin, the former 

Mayor of Cherry Hill and Director of the Department of Community Affairs under 

Governor McGreevey, was well known for saying that “the problems of Camden are the 

problems of Cherry Hill”.  Support for the legislation across the suburbs found its source 

largely in a self-interested desire to prevent the spread of those problems, in the organic 

sense, to other towns in the region. 

There were also ideological differences that set some legislators apart in their 

support for the Recovery Act.  Certain aspects of the legislation appealed to Republican 

legislators such as reducing taxes and regulation while increasing government capacity 

with a state-appointed Chief Operating Officer (COO).  Funding for job training was also 

seen as encouraging economic opportunities for individuals so they may help themselves 

and not rely on government programs (Bark Interview 2007).  Finally, among 

Republicans, working with church-based and other non-profit organizations was both 

ideologically appealing and practical.  This was because faith- and community-based 

organizations in Camden represented a somewhat viable civil society that was also 

largely outside the control of the Democratic Party in Camden County.   

With the Recovery Act, what appears to be a new approach to regional coalition 

building on the state government level may help to understand strategies for pro-urban 
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policies and the political future of aging post-industrial cities.  Wolman et al. (2004), 

suggest that there are several types of state legislative coalitions that have historically 

helped cities to overcome their political minority position in state legislatures.  Of these, 

party-imposed and governor-brokered coalitions have most often been the reason for pro-

urban policies.  However, the Camden Recovery Act indicated a new strategy for 

coalition building built on regional interests on the part of state lawmakers combined 

with other previously used strategies, such as ad-hoc logrolling.  The passage of the 

Camden Recovery Act required the support of both Democrats and Republicans in the 

Assembly and the Senate.  In 2002, in the State Senate, Democrats and Republicans were 

evenly divided (20-20) though seven Republicans voted along with Democrats and in the 

Assembly, Democrats were in the majority (44-36).  However, seven Republicans in the 

Senate voted along with Democrats and in the Assembly, four Republicans voted along 

with the Democratic majority.4  The MRERA does not appear to be simply a party-

imposed coalition, since there was bipartisan support, especially critical in the Senate.  

Due to the uniformity of voting along geographic lines, with Republicans around urban 

centers voting along with Democrats, lawmakers were thinking regionally and pro-urban.  

Similarly, the Recovery Act was not simply an example of governor-backed legislation 

since three administrations had some input into the legislation and it was the leadership of 

the state Senate, not the governor’s office, which ultimately led to the final passage.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that public policy designed to address issues and 

problems in Camden was evolving for over a decade before the Camden Recovery Act 
                                                
4 See Senate and General Assembly Role Call Votes for S428 passed 6/27/02 and A2054 passed 6/30/02. 
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was passed in 2002, so that the final version was a culmination of the long public 

discourse over how to reverse Camden’s long and slow decline.  Moreover, reviewing the 

development of the Camden Recovery Act points out several important trends in recent 

urban politics regarding smaller post-industrial cities.  First, it shows the extent and 

importance of state governments in trying to address failing cities like Camden, New 

Jersey.  Camden has long been a proxy for all things negatively associated with cities 

including crime, poverty and corruption.  With the retrenchment of Federal government 

aid to cities, the questions became who and on what levels would policy be created to 

reverse these trends?  Secondly, Camden underscores the issues facing cities as debated 

between structure and agency.  In Camden over the course of the 1990s, the debate to 

help the city was over administrative reforms that would hold individual public officials 

accountable to state authority as a way to reduce waste and increase efficiency toward 

turning the city around, on the one hand, while on the other, the need for dramatic 

structural changes through the infusion of large-scale public and private financing to 

return the city to the economic engine of its past.  Finally, is the insight that Camden 

plays an important role in its region and therefore public policy to help the city received 

unexpectedly widespread support from suburban legislators who were pro-urban and 

regionally-minded; even though, as legislators revealed, their support was not always 

altruistic and was often a form of protectionism toward suburban districts. 
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Chapter 4 
POWER, POLITICS AND THE LIMITS OF CITY GOVERNMENT UNDER THE 

MRERA 
 

 
 

Introduction 

For several decades the challenges faced by Camden, like many post-industrial 

cities that went through a similar process of urban decline and recovery, point out the 

limits of city government to fund essential services, such as police and fire departments, 

sanitation, and certain infrastructure costs, while also pursuing necessary community 

development projects and social services.  However, politics within Camden are also 

complicated by a broader context of county and state politics.  The City of Camden has 

long had a symbiotic relationship with Camden County and the South Jersey region.  

Initially, this was due to Camden’s role as a nexus for the region and later it was due to 

its size and the growth of the surrounding suburban municipalities.  In order to 

understand politics within the City of Camden, one needs to consider the political context 

beyond its immediate borders (Peterson 1981).  The question of who has power in 

Camden, and how to understand the politics of the city going back several decades, is 

significantly altered as city-county and city-state politics is taken into account. 

To analyze politics within Camden at the time the Recovery Act was passed 

requires asking the questions: who had power, what was the source of that power, and 

how was it used?  Indeed, these are the questions that have shaped the study of urban 

politics (Hunter 1953; Dahl 1961; Peterson 1981; Logan and Molotch 1987; Stone 1989).  

Because Camden relied so heavily on state government funding to close its budget gap 

every year for decades leading to the Recovery Act, the power of city public officials was 
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diminished beyond administering some of Camden’s essential services.  Commentators 

on politics within the city of Camden have long pointed out that Camden County and 

State of New Jersey officials exercise more power in the city than did the city’s public 

officials (Gillette 2005; Knoche 2005).  In 2000, incoming Camden Mayor Gwendolyn 

Faison inherited a situation of strained relations with the state of New Jersey because of 

state oversight and the investigation of her predecessor, Mayor Milton Milan.  Also, it is 

pointed out that she was tolerated by the county Democratic Party precisely because she 

was perceived as unable to make any major changes in the city (Dennis Interview 2009).  

This is to say that politics within Camden at the time of the Recovery Act underscore the 

collusion of county and state Democrats with a state-level coalition of Democrats and 

Republicans to fund recovery in Camden to impact the region, not only the city.  This 

meant that even before the state takeover, city government was less important to the 

politics happening as part of the Recovery Act than were the broader dynamics in the 

region and the state. 

This chapter will discuss the limited role of Camden government and politics in 

the redevelopment plans, including existing redevelopment efforts and alternatives to the 

MRERA, along with the policy goals of the MRERA and analysis of developments in 

Camden since it was enacted. It will also describe several ways in which MRERA was 

intended to strengthen the processes of municipal government.  Finally, the chapter points 

out that the decisions about allocating the Recovery Act funding were made by the COO 

in conjunction with the state Economic Recovery Board, removing those critical 

decisions from municipal government.  Rather than empowering Camden political and 

administrative leaders to manage the redevelopment of their city, this structure took the 
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important decisions out of their hands and gave Camden yet another experience of 

dependency on outsiders.  

 

Limits Of Camden Politics 

It is specifically Camden’s role in the region that complicates an easy explanation 

of city politics.  As a small, secondary city to Philadelphia with a population that never 

exceeded 150,000 people, the historical importance of Camden was even more 

diminished as jobs and population left in the post-World War II decades and political 

power migrated out of the city.  It is difficult, and largely incorrect, to examine Camden’s 

politics through the limited lens of urban business elites who shape city politics (Logan 

and Molotch 1987), or structural and fiscal constraints on city policy (Peterson 1981).  In 

the years of post-WWII urban change there developed regional power relationships as the 

City of Camden’s central role was diminished over time and suburban municipalities, 

such as Cherry Hill as the archetype of suburban development, grew in political 

prominence (Mathis 1999).  These evolving regional power dynamics continued to 

involve Camden, but focused equally on other municipalities in the county and region 

(Gillette 2005).  In terms of urban politics, what emerged was a shifting regional 

governing regime that like other governing regimes was both fluid and stable enough to 

govern the city and region.  

As Clarence Stone points out, regimes are “the informal arrangements that 

surround and complement the formal workings of governmental authority” (1989, 3).  

The crux of regime theory involves those informal, yet stable, arrangements that develop 

and exist to govern.  Therefore, “a regime thus involves not just any informal group that 
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comes together to make a decision but an informal yet relatively stable group with access 

to institutional resources that enable it to have a sustained role in making governing 

decisions.” (1989, 4).  In regard to urban regimes, these groups include arrangements 

between “public bodies and private interests” making and carrying out governing 

decisions.  Moreover, since recovery politics in Camden also includes regional and state 

actors, our understanding of politics in Camden and of the urban regime is expanded to 

consider extra-local actors.  Burns’ and Thomas’ (2004) study of urban regimes in New 

Orleans supports this view of regional or state-level regimes governing cities.  They 

argue that urban regime theory has been limited to local actors and has not taken into 

account the role of extra-local actors and the incentives for their participation in urban 

regimes. In the case of New Orleans in the 1990s, Governors played a critical part in 

mobilizing the city’s urban development regime.  The Governors were able to mobilize 

through their leadership skills, fiscal resources, and authority vis a vis local autonomy.  In 

return, the governors who took an active part in the urban regime were able to improve 

the state’s image as a place to do business and reap electoral success by showing voters 

they care about their economic circumstances (2004, 806).  In Camden, through the 

1990s, governors played a slightly lesser role than other extra-local actors, especially the 

state legislature, county government, Democratic Party, institutions of higher education, 

and regional business interests and non-profit organizations.  However, state legislative 

leaders were able to mobilize a significant level of resources and authority and, through 

the leadership of South Jersey Democrats, were able to govern in Camden in a way that 

reflected regional interests.  As previously pointed out, the governing coalition that made 

the Recovery Act possible consisted of state Republicans and Democrats and Camden 
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County Democrats.  Interestingly, nearly all of these public officials drew their electoral 

support from suburban municipalities in New Jersey.  Indeed, the City of Camden does 

not have a legislative contingent that represents the city itself and it holds little electoral 

power in county or state elections compared with its suburban neighbors.  Regional 

political leaders, primarily from Camden and Burlington counties, were more concerned 

with how the success or failure of the City of Camden affected the county, region and 

their own municipal interests (Adler Interview 2007; Bark Interview, 2007; Swan 

Interview 2007).   

Along with county politicians and state public officials, the urban regime 

including Camden garnered support from groups like the Greater Camden Partnership 

(GCP).  The GCP represents a regional interest in Camden by bringing together leaders 

from the public, non-profit, and private sectors on revitalization projects in Camden.  

Institutional and business leaders in Camden come from the areas of higher education, 

health care and finance.  Universities like Rutgers University, Rowan University, and 

Camden County College, along with health care providers such as Cooper University 

Hospital made up the terrain along with banks, Commerce and Susquehanna, to 

redevelop the city of Camden as a result of the Recovery Act.   All of these actors have 

regional agendas.    

Some of these agendas are not without their critics.  George Norcross and his 

brother Donald Norcross are long-time advocates for increased public spending in 

southern New Jersey and long-time targets as heads of the political machinery that has 

run South Jersey politics for two decades.  George Norcross, the elder brother, has for 

several decades been influential in New Jersey politics as the son of a labor organizer, 
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Insurance Executive, Chair of Cooper Health Systems and Cooper University, and in the 

1990s was Chair of the Camden County Democratic Committee.  From his seat of power 

at the intersection of business, labor, and politics, George Norcross was able to engineer a 

near total takeover of the state legislature by the late-1990s by supporting Southern New 

Jersey Democratic legislators in key leadership positions in both the State Assembly and 

the Senate.  Norcross’ initial strategy of building a strong county party by securing 

Democratic leadership among Camden County Freeholders and expanding his 

fundraising and organizing efforts into other key county and state offices resulted in 

South Jersey Democrats including Joseph Roberts, John Adler, Wayne Bryant, and Louis 

Greenwald forming a united and influential force resulting in power and money to South 

Jersey.  George’s brother, Donald Norcross, added to this dynamic as the President of the 

Southern New Jersey AFL-CIO Central Labor Council and later as co-chair of the 

Camden County Democratic Committee after George Norcross left that position.  Donald 

Norcross is currently a New Jersey State Senator representing southern New Jersey.  It 

has been pointed out that the Norcross machine includes George Norcross’ vision and 

funding prowess, the Camden County Democratic Party, and Donald Norcross’ use of 

organized labor for voter mobilization efforts.  Critics of George Norcross and the 

Camden County Democratic Party dismiss the Recovery Act as another grab for money 

and power by the Norcross machine (Knoche 2005; Rys 2005). 

Perhaps the most important evidence that Camden is governed by a regional 

regime is that city politics had little to do with state oversight and eventual takeover 

leading up to the Recovery Act.  The Recovery Act legislation, and previous attempts to 

rescue the city from urban decline, originated at either the County Freeholder or State 
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government level.  This underscores the relative weakness of local actors such as Camden 

City Council and the Camden Mayor’s Office, or really any other political entity based in 

the City of Camden, to influence the politics of the situation.  Therefore, the politics 

within Camden mattered less than the politics across the region and state in the build up 

to passing the Recovery Act.  Further reinforcing the idea that recovery politics within 

Camden were influenced by, and in some instances dominated by, a regional regime 

consisting of extra-local actors are two points: the capacity of Camden’s government was 

diminished by fiscal insolvency and dysfunctional public institutional control from 

federal investigation of the Mayor’s office to the inability to collect taxes to fund basic 

services; and secondly, a primary goal of Camden’s state-funded recovery was the need 

to promote private investment in the city in order to have a regional economic impact.  

To this last point, the support was bi-partisan partly because the Recovery Act was 

perceived to improve regional economic development and stem the public financial 

burden that Camden placed on county and state government (Adler Interview 2007; Bark 

Interview 2007; Swan Interview 2007).    

 

Party Politics And Regionalism 

This analysis of the Recovery Act refutes certain arguments regarding cities, party 

politics and regionalism.  An argument offered by Hal Wolman and his colleagues (2004) 

regarding regional governing coalitions is that pro-urban policies are the result of ad-hoc 

logrolling among legislators.  While it is hard to deny that this happens in all legislative 

politics, it is not enough to say that logrolling is the default explanation for pro-urban 

coalitions and policies.  Along these lines, Howard Gillette argues that the Camden 
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Recovery Act was largely the result of Camden County politics played out through key 

leadership positions held by state elected officials from Camden County in both the state 

Assembly and Senate.  Gillette and others argue that the Recovery Act was passed as a 

result of power exercised by George Norcross.  As pointed out above, the Norcross 

argument is one of old fashioned party politics whereby Norcross, through south Jersey 

Democratic state legislators that he helped get elected (Bryant, Roberts, Greenwald, and 

Adler), used Camden and the Recovery Act to bring state investment to the South Jersey 

region to create patronage jobs and investment in businesses that would further support 

the Democratic party (Gillette 2005; Knoche 2005).    

Gillette argues that state legislators beholden to Norcross who held state 

legislative leadership positions played a significant part in the Recovery Act, by using 

their positions to gain legislative support and the backing of Governor McGreevey 

(Gillette 2005, 206-208).  We know that George Norcross and county Democratic 

officials, such as Jeffrey Nash, did play a part in drafting versions of the Recovery Act 

and the Camden County Democratic Party obviously supported candidates to win and 

retain their offices in state government.  However, this is only part of the argument and 

does not address the other aspects, including whether or not the new committee power of 

southern New Jersey Democratic legislators, specifically Senator Wayne Bryant and 

Assemblyman Lou Greenwald, was on its own terms influential in the passing of the 

Recovery Act. 

In order to show that there was increased power of legislative leadership that led 

to the Recovery Act, it would be necessary to show that legislative power wielded by 

Camden County Democrats was significantly improved because of their positions.  The 



 

 104 

hypothesis is that the percentage of bills passed to those introduced by the legislators 

while serving as influential committee chairs would show a significant increase, thus 

showing that their positions resulted in greater power.  As the chart below illustrates, 

comparing legislative activity and committee voting trends for Senator Wayne Bryant 

and Assemblyman Louis Greenwald over a five-year period both before and after they 

became Chair of Senate Budget Appropriations committee and Assembly Budget 

Committee, respectively, shows mixed results.  

 

Chart 4.1 - Senator Wayne Bryant, Legislative Pass Rate, 1998-2003 

Legislative Cycle 1998-1999 2000-2001 2002-2003* 

Bills Sponsored (#) 111 99 105 

Bills Passed (#) 33 25 40 

Pass Rate (%) 30 25 38 

*As Senate Budget Appropriations Chair 

 

Chart 4.2 – Assemblyman Louis Greenwald, Legislative Pass Rate, 1998-2003 

Legislative Cycle 1998-1999 2000-2001 2002-2003* 

Bills Sponsored (#) 78 78 93 

Bills Passed (#) 7 6 31 

Pass Rate (%) 8 8 34 

 *As Assembly Budget Committee Chair 
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 In the 1998-1999 and 2000-2001 legislative cycles when Republicans controlled 

both Committees, Bryant sponsored or co-sponsored 111 and 99 pieces of legislation.  Of 

these, 33 became law and/or were passed by the Senate in 1998-1999 and 25 were passed 

by the Senate and/or became law in 2000-01.  In the 2002-03 legislative cycle when 

Bryant became chair, he sponsored or co-sponsored 105 pieces of legislation and of 

those, 40 were passed by the Senate.  From 1998-2003, this represents a change from a 

30 to 38 percent pass rate for legislation sponsored by Bryant.  Arguably, this does not 

illustrate significant power for Bryant as a committee chair.  Greenwald’s experience, on 

the other hand, does seem to reflect increased legislative and political power.  From 

1998-2001, Greenwald’s legislative activity and pass rate was essentially the same.  In 

the 2002-2003 legislative cycle, when he became Assembly Budget Committee Chair, his 

pass rate increased approximately 400%.  

A final issue regarding the competing motivations supporting the Recovery Act 

had to do with power and authority between the state, county and the city in its 

implementation.  The issue of a COO was a carryover from Governor Whitman’s early 

intervention strategies for the city.  But the Democrats also did not want to just continue 

the oversight by the Department of Community Affairs (DCA), particularly because it 

was under Republican control prior to McGreevey’s term as Governor.  South Jersey 

Democrats especially wanted a more bipartisan means of control over the city (essentially 

giving them control where they had none with DCA) and it is one reason why they 

initially favored having Delaware River Port Authority (DRPA) control much of the 

funding expected in Camden (Nash Interview 2007; Bryant 2003).   
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This arrangement also had its problems.  First, the DRPA was controlled by 

Republicans when the first versions of the legislation were debated.  Although, the 

Executive Director of the DRPA at the time of the Recovery Act, Glenn Paulsen, was a 

Republican heavyweight from Burlington County and had a positive history of working 

with Camden County Democrats, Republicans in the state wanted to use the DRPA to 

make inroads into Camden County and this did not sit well with Camden County 

Democrats.  Another issue with the DRPA was that it was a bi-state institution, so 

(WORD missing here?) the arrangement would give Pennsylvania some control over 

funds in New Jersey and both Democrats and Republicans in New Jersey did not favor 

that plan (Nash Interview 2007).  Also, Camden County Freeholders wanted to have 

more control over the funding from the state, especially given that they would shoulder 

some of the costs, estimated at $25 million, for Camden’s infrastructure repairs.   

However, appointing a COO with far reaching control over the operation of 

Camden was more comprehensive than the power of the Local Finance Board under the 

Republicans.  Therefore, the Mayor and City Council in Camden hoped to reduce some 

of the COO’s power by not allowing more than what was given under the Finance Board.  

All this is a result of several issues.  As mentioned, the COO was a reassurance to 

Republicans that public funding would be managed properly and someone could be 

clearly held responsible.  Democrats went along, after several iterations of the COO’s 

powers, in order to get broader support (even among other Democrats) but also to make 

sure the COO and the Economic Recovery Board would favor South Jersey Democratic 

control with enough input from the Camden County Freeholders.  In this way, the 
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Camden County Democratic Party Chair at the time, George Norcross, was behind the 

design of local, county, and state control over Camden.  

 

A Brief History Of Recovery Policies In Camden 

The 2002 Recovery Act was certainly not the first time extra-local actors played a 

role in the City of Camden to enact a regional or state-wide agenda.  As pointed out 

above, in the years leading up to the Recovery Act there were several other attempts to 

revitalize Camden from decades of decline.  Most of those efforts were narrower in scope 

than the Recovery Act and had limited impact on the city.  However, taken together those 

plans shaped the conversation around how and to what extent government policy at 

various levels should be used to revitalize Camden.  Historically, federal government 

policies toward cities have ranged from housing and highways to social welfare and 

community empowerment.  In the case of Camden’s recovery efforts, a newer trend 

emerged whereby state government filled in where federal government policy in recent 

years was less extensive toward cities.  Secondary cities like Camden came late to the 

urban revitalization game and by the 1990s were still dealing with the same social, 

economic, and political challenges that larger American cities had dealt with decades 

earlier.  In the 1990s in Camden, federal government funding toward the city was limited.  

Even though Camden was part of a bi-state federal Empowerment Zone established in 

1994 with $21 million in funding, in addition to Philadelphia’s $79 million, by the late-

1990s very little Empowerment Zone funding made its way into Camden.  Once again, 

the reason had to do with wrangling between the state and city officials, namely 

Governor Whitman and Mayor Webster.  By 1998, the Camden side of the 
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Empowerment Zone had commitments to fund approximately $3.7 of its total $21 million 

on a combination of community, housing, and business development initiatives in an 11 

block area along the waterfront and downtown (Philadelphia Inquirer, 2/1/98).    

The main question the state had to face was what to do with Camden.  In June 

2000, the first version of what would ultimately become the MRERA was introduced into 

the state legislature.  This earliest version of the Municipal Rehabilitation and Economic 

Revitalization Act (S1507) was sponsored by Republican Senator Martha Bark and 

included both infusion of public dollars and management and leadership reforms to turn 

the city around.  In particular, the legislation included $12.5 million for a revitalization 

fund and a reduction in corporate business taxes as part of an “Open for Business 

Incentive Program”.  Also in the bill were plans for a state-appointed executive who 

would have near total governing power in the city including control over municipal 

employees and all spending decisions.  The issue of a state-appointed manager for the 

city was a rallying point of opposition for state Democrats.  

In response to Democratic opposition, Republicans introduced a new version of 

state legislation in October 2000.  Introduced by Richard Bagger, a Republican member 

of the Assembly, this new Municipal Rehabilitation and Economic Revitalization Act 

(A2853) tempered some of the powers of the state-appointed administrator and increased 

opportunities for public input into the governing process through public meetings. 

These early attempts by the state were designed to encourage economic 

development in Camden and were consistent with broader national trends of the types of 

approaches sponsored by state governments.  A report by the National Association of 

State Development Agencies for the U.S. Department of Commerce found through a 
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survey of state and local economic development projects, approximately 40 percent of 

state projects used tax incentives to create economic development and the remaining 60 

percent of projects included non-tax incentives such as loans and grants to communities 

or businesses.  Moreover, the survey results found that states in the Northeast were by far 

the least aggressive in offering incentives of any kind to spur economic development and 

instead relied heavily on administrative reforms with the goal to increase government 

efficiency (Poole 1999).  Up to this point, state-led economic recovery efforts in Camden 

are consistent with this national trend, if relying slightly more on tax incentives and 

government reforms than on direct funding.  However, by 2001, the state formula for 

Camden changed dramatically with the final version of the Camden Recovery Act.  

Under the leadership of Democratic State Senator Wayne Bryant and working with 

several other state Democrats and Republicans, the Recovery Act hoped to dramatically 

transform the city through a large infusion of direct state aid and changes to the ways that 

aid was delivered and managed in the city and region.          

 

MRERA Policy Goals 

The overall goals of the Camden Recovery Act were to reform municipal 

government and change the ways that redevelopment happened through a new process 

enhanced by state funding.  Camden was qualified because it had been under the 

supervision of a Financial Review Board and a Local Finance Board, and had been 

receiving at least 55 percent of its total budget from the State government already, largely 

in the form of special state aid.  However, as the following analysis of the legislation will 

show, the legislation did nothing to improve the governing capacity of Camden City 
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government to manage the long-term redevelopment process initiated by the Recovery 

Act.  Coupled with the argument in the next chapter that will analyze how the Recovery 

Act excluded city officials from the decision making process, the Camden Recovery Act 

is shown to ultimately leave the city not much better off than when it was implemented.  

To begin achieving the goals of the legislation a new political and bureaucratic 

infrastructure for planning and implementation was developed including establishing an 

economic recovery board, a capital improvement and infrastructure plan, and a strategic 

revitalization plan.  As well, a new way to improve and strengthen municipal operations 

meant establishing representative boards such as a community advisory committee and a 

regional impact council with the goal that these bodies would bolster community support 

both within and outside Camden (Primas 2006, 7-9).  

Largely, the 2002 Camden Recovery Act legislation was a compromise among a 

variety of competing ways to approach government accountability and economic 

recovery in the city.  For example, the first step was the appointment of a Chief Operating 

Officer (COO) who was accountable to the Governor to take over decisions regarding 

rehabilitation and recovery.  The Mayor still retained the authority to “exercise those 

powers delegated the Mayor pursuant to the form of government, the charter and the 

administrative code of the municipality, and those powers delegated to the mayor under 

general law” (Revised MRERA P.L. 2002, Ch. 108 6-B).  Under the legislation the 

Mayor also retained the power to veto the minutes from any independent board or 

authority within the city (parking authority, planning board, etc.) as well as make 

appointments to those bodies.  However, for all intents and purposes, the Mayor and City 
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Council were not central to the big decisions in Camden surrounding the spending of the 

Recovery Act funding.   

In the routine of governing and carrying out the recovery legislation, if there was 

lack of agreement between the COO and the Mayor or City Council, an arbitration Judge 

was established to resolve problems of authority and decision-making.   

The idea of a COO is something that caused some significant disagreement in the 

development of the Recovery Act.  As mentioned on the one hand, the state would not 

commit additional money to the city unless there was greater state oversight to manage 

the process and the funding.  On the other hand, city, and to a lesser extent, county 

officials were concerned over the superseding authority of a state appointed administrator 

who would all but take over government operations from a democratically elected City 

Council and Mayor.  

One of the COO’s first tasks was to commission a managerial study of Camden’s 

government to look at a broad overview of government capacity.  The initial step in this 

process was an assessment of the skills, capabilities, and professional development needs 

of the municipal workforce performed by the Senator Walter Rand Institute for Public 

Affairs at Rutgers University – Camden.  The study, named the “Camden City Capacity 

Building Project Government Employee Survey Results” was completed in mid-2007 and 

consisted of a two-part survey assessing professional development needs and technical 

skills.  Approximately 60 percent of surveyed municipal employees responded and the 

results underscore the fundamental issues affecting municipal government and the 

challenges to recovery and rehabilitation in Camden.  In particular: department directors 

and supervisory/managerial employees reported a high level of understanding of 
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municipal operations but a low level of understanding of the roles and functions of City 

Council.  Direct service employees (a group that by far comprise the largest number of 

municipal employees) reported a very low level of understanding of municipal 

operations; employees at all levels reported a need for more educational attainment and 

communication across city government to help them perform their responsibilities (60 

percent of supervisor/manager employees had a post-secondary degree) (Rand Institute 

2007, 18).  Both of these general conclusions speak to the disconnect and lack of 

communication and understanding between Camden’s bureaucrats charged with the 

execution and maintenance of city government and its elected officials representing the 

will of the electorate.  The assessment also called into question the general capacity of 

government employees to advance to the needs of Camden’s recovery.  As the next 

chapter will point out, the lack of communication and reciprocity across Camden 

government at the time of the state takeover indicated a low level of social capital and 

continued to detract from government performance.                 

 Another area where Camden received considerable criticism before the state 

takeover and the recovery legislation was in the area of tax collections.  Around the time 

of the Recovery Act, Camden collected about 75 percent of total taxes owed, or about 23 

percent less than surrounding New Jersey municipalities (Annie E. Casey Foundation 

2001, 16).  Therefore, it became clear from the beginning of the Recovery Act that 

running the city government was going to be difficult.  State oversight ironically made 

that more difficult and not less.  For example, the COO in consultation with the Mayor 

was charged with creating a budget and holding public meetings on the budget. The 

budget itself was based on then current 2001 municipal tax rates, with a restriction on 
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increasing the municipal tax rate during the recovery period.  At the same time, all 

ordinances issued during the recovery period involving an issuance of debt had to be 

approved by the Local Finance Board.  The COO also had to biannually report Camden’s 

progress to the Local Finance Board, whose Director then reported to other state officials 

(MRERA, P.L. 2002, C.52:27BBB-27).  Written into the act was a property tax collection 

audit to determine, for the first time, “those properties which are in arrears with regard to 

property taxes and subject to tax sale or foreclosure” (MRERA, P.L. 2002, C.52: 27BBB-

42).  

 This plan to attack blight and increase tax collection is a good example of the 

challenges and problems of state-city politics at the time of the Camden Recovery Act.  

Following the completion of the property tax collection audit, the chief operating officer 

had to submit the study to the state Commissioner of Community Affairs, who designated 

the board to assist in the preparation of a funding plan to do the demolition. The state 

government was then supposed to provide the necessary level of funding to allow for the 

demolition of unsafe structures and clearing of those lots for future development and 

production of tax ratables.  The approach looked good on paper but became complicated 

when implemented with a variety of city and state offices and boards having to work 

together within a process that was drawn out and not clear in its funding sources.  

Under the Recovery legislation, the COO and the Mayor also had to create 

intermediary boards between the state and the city for the purposes of carrying out the 

recovery legislation and these boards underscore the lack of opportunity for capacity 

building in Camden city government.  First was the creation of a State Economic 

Recovery Board as a subsidiary corporation of the New Jersey Economic Development 
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Authority. The board consisted of 15 voting members including the mayor, a 

representative of city council (selected by the city council), the COO, the State Treasurer, 

the State Commissioner of Community Affairs; the chairperson of the State Economic 

Development Authority; a representative of the regional impact council (selected by the 

council); the Camden County Freeholder Director, one public member chosen by the 

Senate President and one public member chosen by the Assembly Speaker; and five 

public members appointed by the Governor, to include one representative of organized 

labor and one representing the business community, while at least three were residents of 

Camden.  In addition, there were three ex officio, non-voting members of the Board who 

served as advisors including the Senior Community Builder in the State office of the 

federal Department of Housing and Urban Development.  In other words, of the fifteen 

voting members, only two were from Camden municipal government.  Nearly all of the 

remaining members represented county, state, or federal government appointees.    

Of note is the stipulation that the voting authority of the Camden County 

Freeholder Director on the Recovery Board was contingent upon the county’s agreement 

to invest at least $20 million to redevelop Camden’s infrastructure and aid in its 

economic recovery.  This part of the legislation was not part of the original MRERA 

passed in June 2002, but was included in the amended version of the MRERA in 

December 2002.  The agreement was made between the COO acting on behalf of the city 

and the Freeholder Director and included a detailed financial agreement and a proposed 

construction schedule using the funds.  

 The Economic Recovery Board (ERB) was perhaps the most powerful of any of the 

boards created under the Recovery Act.  In consultation with the Mayor and COO the 
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ERB had overall responsibility for managing the recovery process; identifying resources, 

approving plans and projects, including the preparation of the capital improvement and 

infrastructure plan, and the strategic revitalization plan.  The ERB was originally charged 

with delivering the strategic revitalization plan to a host of local and state officials within 

six months of the first board meeting.  The strategic revitalization plan would act as a 

“blueprint” for the revitalization of the city in both the redevelopment of the downtown 

and the neighborhoods.  The Recovery Act legislation pointed out that revitalization of 

the city needed to take place on economic, social, and cultural levels, where “the plan 

shall promote diversification of land uses, including housing where appropriate, and 

enhance the linkages of these uses to the rest of the community” (MRERA 2002, C.52: 

27BBB-38).  

 As the first, and presumably most important, charge for the ERB, the strategic 

revitalization plan set the guidelines to promote economic development by encouraging 

various approaches to recovery in Camden.  It focused on a plan for strategic land 

assembly, site preparation and infill development in both the downtown and residential 

neighborhoods.  It was also fairly unique because it included integrating port 

development into overall development in the city.  In leading up to the Recovery Act, 

Camden’s aging infrastructure was a major issue and so the strategic revitalization plan 

also included infrastructure improvements that supported a central role for Camden 

within a regional context. So that new development in Camden did not get away from 

urban design principles, the plan provided for the maintenance and enhancement of a 

transportation system that capitalized on high-density settlement patterns by encouraging 

the use of public transit, walking, and alternative modes of transportation.  The final goal 
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of the plan was to focus on recreational opportunities and facilities at the neighborhood, 

local and regional levels by concentrating on the maintenance and rehabilitation of 

existing parks and open space while expanding and linking the system through 

redevelopment and reclamation projects (Camden Strategic Revitalization Plan 2003, 1.).  

In several ways, the strategic revitalization plan learned from past development mistakes 

in Camden: it integrated the waterfront with the city, it also integrated the city with the 

region through public transportation and recreation (through the county park system that 

physically connects city and suburbs in a nearly seamless greenbelt), and it planned for 

urban redevelopment in the city – not demolishing the downtown to make it a suburban 

shopping or cultural environment.  That said, the plan was also complicated with a lot of 

“moving parts” relying on several state and city departments, from the State of New 

Jersey’s Department of Community Affairs to Camden’s Economic Recovery Board, for 

its total implementation while attempted to integrate both city and suburbs together into 

one regional dynamic.     

 The second charge of the ERB was to consult the COO and the Mayor in its 

preparation of a capital improvement and infrastructure plan.  The purpose of that plan 

was to set a detailed blueprint for improvements to the water and sewer systems that 

could support further development in the city, parks and open public space, and an 

analysis of public building needs.  Within this plan, the parks and open public space 

subplan was proposed to include projects to improve the streetscapes, parks, and public 

spaces in the city.  Finally, the plan included an analysis of public building needs 

including administrative offices, firehouses, police stations, libraries, and any other  

 



 

 117 

municipal government functions in light of the analysis of municipal government 

operations contained in the municipal management study. 

 Another example of an approach that conceptually looked very promising, but in 

actuality never lived up to its charge, partly because of pervasive city-county politics, 

was the establishment of a Regional Impact Council.  The role of the Regional Impact 

Council was to promote coordination among communities within the region surrounding 

Camden and to “assist in the formulation of long range strategies to address regional 

issues, including public safety, economic development, housing, and environmental 

issues with the goal of improving the quality of life within the region.” (MRERA P.L.  

2002, C.52:27BBB-40).  Membership on the council consisted of the Mayor of Camden, 

the mayor of any municipality in Camden County with a recent history of collaboration 

with Camden on the “strategic revitalization” of the city (this is undefined), the Camden 

County Freeholder Director, the Director of the Office of State Planning, one 

representative of the New Jersey Regional Coalition, and four public members.  Of the 

public members, two were appointed by the Governor, one is appointed by the Senate 

President and one was appointed by the Speaker of the General Assembly. The four 

public members illustrate the important constituencies in Camden and the region: one 

member of the faith-based community within the region, one member of the business 

community, one member of the higher education community, and one member of the 

labor community within the region.  The Chair of the Regional Impact Council when it 

was created was Mayor James Maley from the neighboring town of Collingswood.  

Maley was appointed as much because of his long-standing ties to the County 

Democratic party as being Mayor of a municipality bordering the City of Camden.  The 
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Regional Impact Council was never fully developed as a board and never functioned to 

integrate Camden’s recovery into the region.  The lack of action on the Council indicates  

a missed opportunity and a continuation of disconnected local-regional development 

regarding the City of Camden.  

 

MRERA Funding Priorities 

 Perhaps most importantly underscoring politics in the city and undercutting local 

government’s decision making capacity, the ERB was charged in the legislation with 

creating a project list prioritizing those projects that could most immediately lead to 

Camden’s revitalization.  The projects also had to fit within the vision set by the Strategic 

Revitalization Plan and the Capital Improvement and Infrastructure Plan.  On a yearly 

basis, the ERB was responsible for submitting an “Annual Camden Capital and 

Economic Recovery Program” that specified the proposed projects to be financed for the 

next fiscal year along with a “Camden Capital and Economic Recovery Financial Plan” 

designed to implement the financing of the proposed projects. 

 The project spending for Camden under the Recovery Act was $175,000,000 and 

all bonds to finance projects required the written approval of the State Treasurer.  

Generally, the total state funding was directed toward four main strategic areas: the 

“Residential Neighborhood Improvement Fund”, the “Demolition and Redevelopment 

Financing Fund”, the “Downtown Revitalization and Recovery Fund”, and the “Higher 

Education and Regional Healthcare Development Fund”.  In addition there were smaller 

funds established by the legislation: the “Economic Recovery Planning Fund”, and the 

"Qualified Municipality Economic Opportunity Fund". 
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Table 4.1 Project Spending for Camden Recovery Act 

Name of Fund Amount Purpose 

Higher Education and 
Regional Healthcare 
Development Fund 

$47.7 million Non-profit educational 
facilities and regional 
healthcare facilities 

Downtown Revitalization 
and Recovery Fund 

$45.8 million Infrastructure and 
streetscape projects, 
projects for industrial and 
port development, and 
cultural and entertainment 
activities in downtown 
Camden 

Demolition and 
Redevelopment Financing 
Fund 

$43 million  Neighborhood 
rehabilitation, land 
acquisition, brownfields 
remediation, demolition and 
redevelopment throughout 
Camden. 

Residential Neighborhood 
Improvement Fund 

$35 million Water and sewer 
improvements not funded 
by the county government, 
the removal of litter and 
clean community activities, 
the development of tot-lots, 
community gardens, 
landscape amenities, small 
scale demolitions, 
streetscape improvements, 
property acquisition, 
housing, and restoration in 
neighborhoods outside of 
the central business district 

Economic Recovery 
Planning Fund for $3.5 and 
the Fund for $1.5 million  

$3.5 million To cover planning and 
administrative costs on 
strategic revitalization plan, 
the capital improvement 
and infrastructure plan and 
other plans required under 
the Recovery Act 

Qualified Municipality 
Economic Opportunity 
Fund 

$1.5 million To work in coordination 
with the job training 
provisions of the State's 
school construction 
program 
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 The largest amount of funding went toward expanding the “Eds and Meds” in 

Camden through the “Higher Education and Regional Healthcare Development Fund”.  

In total, $47.7 million in funding went to provide grants to nonprofit educational 

institutions located in downtown Camden and regional healthcare facilities. These grants 

going to educational institutions were given on a one-to-one matching basis in order to 

encourage the development of student housing, retail facilities and commercial 

enterprises in downtown Camden (Camden Higher Education and Healthcare Task Force 

2008).  This mainly applied to Rutgers University and the University of Medicine and 

Dentistry of New Jersey (UMDNJ) and to a lesser extent to satellite campuses of Camden 

County College and Rowan University, located in Camden’s central business district.  

There was a unique condition imposed on funds to Rowan University in that the 

university could receive funds only if it expanded its programming to offer two full four 

year programs of study so that students could complete their degrees in the City of 

Camden.  Under the funding formula, $11 million would be made available to Rutgers 

University, $5.1 million to Rowan University, $9 million to UMDNJ, and $3.5 million to 

Camden County College.  All funding to these institutions had to be made within four 

years of passing the legislation.   

 In regard to funding to regional health care facilities, it also was distributed on a 

matching basis of one dollar for every three in state dollars to allow for facility 

expansion.  This expansion included facilities for pre- admission testing, occupational 

health, or health-related educational facilities such as a school of nursing and emergency 

room facilities.  In the legislation, $4.5 million was made available to Our Lady of  
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Lourdes Medical Center, $13.35 million to Cooper Hospital/University Medical Center, 

$1 million to Virtua Hospital, and $250,000 to Partners in Health (Ibid).   

 Specifically, funds to Cooper Hospital/University Medical Center were made 

available for a federally-qualified health center operating in the City of Camden; funds to 

Virtua were made available to allow for the establishment of an in-patient drug treatment 

facility; and funds went to Partners in Health to further community outreach efforts and 

the promotion of programs for underserved children, the elderly, uninsured or 

underinsured families and disabled persons.  

  The funding to Cooper Hospital and Partners in Health received some early 

criticism because of their connections to George Norcross and State Senator Wayne 

Bryant’s brother, respectively.  George Norcross, who at the time was Chair of the 

Camden County Democratic Party and a top executive in Commerce Bank heading its 

insurance division, was also Chairman of the Board at Cooper Hospital.  The funding to 

Partners in Health was criticized as nepotism between Senator Bryant and his brother’s 

initiative.  

 The next highest funding amount was $45.8 million for the Downtown 

Revitalization and Recovery Fund.  The purpose of this fund was “to support streetscape 

improvements, facade restoration, street signage improvements, street resurfacing, 

demolition and restoration of commercial structures, property acquisition, and 

redevelopment projects, brownfields remediation in order to foster redevelopment, 

industrial development, port redevelopment, and the development of entertainment and 

cultural facilities such as aquariums and community schools for the arts” (MRERA 2002, 

C.52:27BBB-50).  However, $25 million out of the fund was intended to support the 
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expansion and upgrade of the New Jersey state aquarium in Camden, based on matching 

with three dollars of State money for every dollar raised by a private developer.  

Therefore, the laundry list of areas to improve Camden’s downtown was limited from the 

beginning because more than half the funding went to the aquarium.  

 In addition to the remaining $20 million from the Downtown Revitalization and 

Recovery Fund to deal with issues of site redevelopment, there was also $43 million put 

toward the Demolition and Redevelopment Financing Fund for the purpose of 

neighborhood rehabilitation, land acquisition, brownfields remediation, demolition and 

redevelopment in the city.  Along with this fund is a Residential Neighborhood 

Improvement Fund of $35 million to support water and sewer improvements not funded 

by the county, as well as to support “the removal of litter and clean community activities, 

the development of tot-lots, community gardens, landscape amenities, small scale 

demolitions, streetscape improvements, property acquisition, housing, and restoration in 

neighborhoods outside of the central business district” (Ibid).  

 Besides these large funds established by the legislation were several smaller ones 

including the Economic Recovery Planning Fund for $3.5 to cover planning and 

administrative costs incurred in preparing the strategic revitalization plan, the capital 

improvement and infrastructure plan and other plans required under the Recovery Act, 

and the Qualified Municipality Economic Opportunity Fund for $1.5 million to work in 

coordination with the job training provisions of the State's school construction program, 

(Ibid).  This last fund was specifically an area supported by legislation co-sponsor, 

Senator Martha Bark, a Burlington County Republican that gave her support to the 

legislation (Bark Interview 2007).  
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 The Recovery Act also established ways for businesses, either already in Camden 

or those that relocate to the city, to receive tax benefits for the purpose of encouraging 

business development, expansion, and job creation.  For example there is the "Qualified 

Municipality Open for Business Incentive Program", which proved to be a somewhat 

ironic title given the convoluted process through three separate state offices (the Division 

of Taxation, the State Treasurer, and the Division of Budget and Accounting), which an 

interested business would have to go through to receive a tax rebate.  Business owners 

who created new full-time jobs under the Recovery Act were also eligible to receive a tax 

credit against the businesses’ Corporate Business Tax equal to $2,500 in year one and 

$1,250 in year two of a new position (MRERA P.L. 2002 C.52:27BBB-54). 

 In addition, residents who moved to Camden or who already resided in the city and 

bought a home for their principal residence were eligible for a tax credit toward their 

property taxes up to $5,000 per year for a total of five years.  

 Along with the goal to provide incentives for homeownership in Camden and 

attracting new residents to the city, the Recovery Act established a moratorium on 

regional contribution agreements (RCAs) in Camden.  As a result of the Mt. Laurel 

decisions in the State Supreme Court that established affordable housing requirements for 

all New Jersey municipalities, RCAs developed as a way for municipalities to essentially 

“sell” their affordable housing obligations to other municipalities.  The effect of this was 

that cities like Camden which needed money to build affordable housing were paid by 

more affluent municipalities which satisfied their own affordable housing requirements 

by shifting the responsibility for affordable housing to municipalities that badly needed 
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low-cost housing (New Jersey Council on Affordable Housing 2004; MRERA P.L. 2002, 

c 43, C.52:27BBB-62).  This had two consequences: first it provided a loophole to avoid 

building affordable housing in affluent suburbs so that segregation by race and 

socioeconomic class continued unabated, and secondly, it insured that cities like Camden 

continued to house the poorest residents, further setting both the cities and residents 

behind with continued lack of economic and social opportunities.  Therefore, ending 

RCAs was an important move toward Camden’s redevelopment and the integration of the 

region and the state.  

 

Impact Of MRERA 

The jury is still out as to the full impact of the Recovery Act on the City of 

Camden and the region.  Parts of downtown Camden and the Delaware River waterfront 

have been physically rebuilt as a result of the Recovery Act.  Quality of life issues have 

remained a continuing concern as city residents steadily feel less confidence in the 

capacity of city government to provide services, keep them safe, or provide opportunities 

for the city’s youth (Camden Churches Organized for People 2009).  Between 2002-2009 

employment in the city has increased as major institutions in the city have expanded 

physically and programmatically.  Educational and medical institutions are the largest 

employers in the city and have expanded most significantly since 2002.  The Recovery 

Act dedicated $47.7 million to invest in the expansion of Higher Education and Medical 

institutions.  Between 2003- 2009, approximately an additional $600 million has been 

spent or committed by the “eds and meds” in the city.  Mostly, these projects have had to 

do with physical expansion of existing or new facilities, such as $4.5 million in Recovery 
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Act funding to Lourdes Medical Center translated into $60 million campus expansion in 

the Parkside neighborhood of east Camden or the $37 million expansion of Rutgers 

University Law School based on $11 million in Recovery Act funding.  

Supporters of the Recovery Act also focus on the economic benefits to city 

residents.  A 2008 report from the Camden Higher Education and Healthcare Task Force 

points out that between 2003-2008 education and medical institutions employed 31% 

more Camden residents as a result of investment in the city.  Based on the 2010 Annual 

Report of the Greater Camden Partnership, between 2002-2006 there were over 2,000 

new jobs created in the city, and even taking into account the economic declines 

beginning in 2008, the City of Camden retained more new jobs since the Recovery Act 

was passed and implemented.  However, the benefits of expanded buildings and 

increased employment opportunities have largely gone to residents outside the City of 

Camden.  Looking more closely at the Greater Camden Partnership report, the vast 

majority of the jobs went to non-residents and between 2002-2008 non-resident 

employment increased at a higher rate than employment of city residents.  In 2002 there 

were 18,331 total jobs in the City of Camden and city residents filled 3,224 of those jobs.  

By 2008 the total number of jobs increased to 19,558 but residents only filled 2,326 of 

those jobs.  This meant that jobs held by city residents were reduced from 18% of total 

positions in 2002 to 12% in 2008, while overall job growth for non-residents increased by 

14% in the same period (Greater Camden Partnership 2010, 5)       

Economic benefits are only part of the issue as the Camden Recovery Act 

unfolded.  Another goal of the legislation was to increase governing capacity of city 

government so that after the state takeover period the City of Camden could govern itself 
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without both funding and leadership assistance from the state government.  The larger 

issue here also has to do with whether overruling democratic control of local government 

by city residents was justified to achieve public policy goals because it would ultimately 

lead to a more effective city government.  Unfortunately, for city residents, state 

leadership of the Recovery Act legislation did not focus as much on the concerns of 

popular sovereignty as it did on economic development projects in the city.  Nor was 

there much follow-through on professional development or skills-building for municipal 

employees to add to the city’s governing capacity.    

 

Conclusion 

The Recovery Act reflects the combination of state, regional and, to a much lesser 

extent, local politics in several ways.  The final version of the 2002 Camden Recovery 

Act (including December 2002 amendments) was a compromise of interests and 

approaches to urban public policy.  There was the balance between state and local control 

in Camden.  The Recovery Act restructured how politics in Camden happened between 

the new role of the state appointed Chief Operating Officer, the city’s Mayor and City 

Council, and the state economic development agency and other state committees 

responsible for executing the legislation.  Within the city, the Recovery Act also balanced 

the politics of downtown vs. neighborhood development.  While a majority of the 

funding went toward re-developing center city and the waterfront, there were also funds 

committed toward neighborhood revitalization. The Recovery Act addressed the long-

term policy debate between Republicans and Democrats in New Jersey: what is the cause 

of Camden’s decline, government mismanagement or national and international structural 
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shifts?  The resulting Recovery Act committed a sizable amount of public funding in 

Camden to try and address the structural issues, while at the same time, restructuring the 

power of city government to change how governing happened in Camden.  Finally, the 

Recovery Act reflects regional politics stemming from Camden’s future role in southern 

New Jersey.  In addition to the Regional Impact Council, and its role of coordinating 

integration of the Recovery Act into the region, state legislators were concerned with 

increasing employment in the region and rebuilding Camden as a gateway city to the 

southern New Jersey region.    

Overall, however, the Recovery Act had a contradictory effect on Camden and 

undercut the political power and governmental capacity of Camden public officials.  It 

was supposed to strengthen municipal government, but because of the political context 

and the implementation of the legislation, it ultimately weakened municipal government.  

The recovery act was developed based on years of experience regarding Camden and 

urban recovery policies and satisfying a range of political interests.  But, ultimately, it 

was not well implemented, and, as a result, has not fully realized its policy goals.  In 

addition, the question remains if the state takeover and its compromise of democratic 

processes has any long-term repercussions for the city.  Other challenges in the wake of 

the Recovery Act include securing municipal buy-in, transcending downtown 

development by dealing with quality of life issues (safety, public space) and education, 

and having a capable on-going champion for Camden with enough experience and 

leverage to carry out the legislation.  Market forces remain against Camden and fair 

housing has been under constant attacks by suburbs and causing consequences for 

overcoming chronic poverty and joblessness.  Now, nine years after the Recovery Act 
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was passed, there are few champions in the state legislature for Camden and the southern 

New Jersey region: State Senator Martha Bark is retired, State Senator Wayne Bryant is 

in jail, former State Senator and U.S. Congressman John Adler is deceased , State 

Assemblyman Joseph Roberts is retired, and under past two governors, Camden is less of 

an issue than balancing the state budget.  State oversight is expected to end in 2012 and 

there is no future public spending expected to financially assist the city.  How this new 

reality affects regional politics and the regional regime that governed Camden also 

remains to be seen.  The final point to be analyzed regarding the Camden Recovery Act is 

what the state takeover of the city meant for democracy in the city, if anything.            
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CHAPTER 5  
 INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY AS A PRE-CONDITION FOR DEMOCRACY 

 

Introduction 

In the public debate over the impending Recovery Act, concerns over democratic 

participation became an issue for the state takeover of the city.  As mentioned, the 

Camden Recovery Act represented an historic state-level involvement in the operation of 

a municipality.  Rhetoric leading up to the Recovery Act stressed the need for fiscal 

responsibility and a state-appointed manager who could present “a strong hand” in the 

operation of Camden city government and implementation of development plans.  The 

appointment of a state manager was first proposed in the 2000 version of the MRERA by 

Republican legislators with the support of Governor Whitman and carried through to each 

successive version of the legislation.  The appointment of a state manager along with the 

focus on the goals of “recovery” and “revitalization” created wide spread concerns with  

final legislation that had little input from city residents but would play a huge role in their 

future collective experiences.  The dire circumstances of the city and the debate over 

previous policy solutions led to an overwhelming consensus for state takeover of the city 

ignoring concerns over popular sovereignty for the residents of Camden (Kummer 2001; 

Muckensterm 2003).   

Concerns over democratic participation and popular sovereignty in Camden are 

only part of the story.  In addition to undermining popular sovereignty, the Recovery Act 

did little to build government capacity through strengthening government institutions or 

municipal leadership.  As covered in the previous chapter, on one side of the argument 

was that management reforms and state oversight would lead to more efficient fiscal 
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operations for the city, and on the other side of the argument was that a large infusion of 

public investment would ultimately lead to addressing broader structural issues related to 

population loss, an eroding tax base, and chronic unemployment.  Underpinning both 

sides of the recovery argument was the presumption that by the end of the state takeover 

period Camden would miraculously be able to govern itself.   

The basic idea that in order to “save” Camden there needed to be authoritarian 

measures that could get the city to a position of operating effectively bespeaks the much 

debated issues in urban community and economic development of power and democratic 

accountability. (Swanstrom 1985; Dreier, Mollenkopf and Swanstrom 2002; Altshuler 

and Luberoff 2003)  Fundamental to democracy is that citizens of a particular place have 

a say in decisions that affect their lives.  Moreover, it is this type of “democratic wish” 

that is a deep and longstanding tendency for Americans even if it rarely works in practice 

(Morone 1990, 33).  When cities go through large-scale development projects, there are 

concerns held by residents and other community stakeholders as to how projects will 

impact their quality of life and what capacity municipal government has to manage those 

projects so that the public interest is taken into account (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003).  

However, the argument goes that economic development projects in cities work on a 

different schedule and according to a different set of priorities than do those processes 

that support public deliberation and encourage community input.  Large-scale economic 

development projects are seen as offering the type of transformative development needed 

to address core problems faced by cities: namely attracting both capital investment and 

taxpayers back to cities.  Therefore, large-scale development plans also have to be 

completed in an efficient and timely manner to satisfy investors and reassure private 
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capital that cities are environments for further investment (Teaford 1990; Altshuler and 

Luberoff 2003).  It is this tension between popular participation and administrative limits 

that James Morone argues is the iterative cycle that helped form a particular type of 

American politics (1990).  In the case of Camden, we see this play out over years and 

across neighborhoods as the Recovery Act is implemented, revised, re-scaled, and, 

ultimately, limited by popular democratic impulses.  However, the argument for popular 

participation is overly simplistic because it does not take into account institutional 

capacity.  By the same token, the market forces argument ignores the central role of 

government to prepare a business friendly environment, especially in a city like Camden 

where the quality of basic services was sporadic.  

This chapter will analyze some of the issues related to democratic participation 

and government capacity in Camden.  In particular, attention will be given to the 

consequences of the state takeover for democracy at various levels, including not only the 

“input” to democracy such as voting but also the pre-conditions to democracy such as the 

institutional capacity of government to govern effectively.  

 

Democracy In Camden 

Any discussion of democracy obviously takes on a complicated topic.  Robert 

Dahl in A Preface to Democratic Theory points out that there is not one democratic 

theory but several depending how it is deconstructed.  He argues that democratic theories 

range from ethical ones to theories that are operational or describe something about the 

real world.  Indeed political theorists have wrestled with the democratic debate for 

centuries.  With regard to democracy in Camden the initial criticism had been largely 
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over the decision making power of democratically elected institutions given the infusion 

of additional state funding and the appointment of a state manager.  The critical question 

became: if the state appointed a manager with authority that superseded democratically 

elected public officials, then what would be the impact on popular sovereignty?  

However, this question raises a concern that does not take into account two other 

important issues related to democracy.  First, electoral strength of suburban 

municipalities surpassed that of Camden in the 1980s.  As mentioned previously, the rise 

of the Camden County suburban powerbase in towns like Cherry Hill and Voorhees 

displaced Camden as the source for electoral power in the county and region.  In effect, 

this structural issue weakened Camden’s democracy in county and state politics and 

ultimately diminished its importance.  Secondly, Camden’s governing capacity prior to 

the state takeover was seriously compromised by a combination of government ineptness, 

lack of effective leadership, and a contracting economic environment.  That is to say that 

the significant issues facing democracy in Camden were not necessarily ones of “input” 

such as electoral democracy (although voting rates are often a reliable indicator of public 

participation)  but structural and institutional conditions that support functional 

government. 

Beginning in 2000, protesters in Camden and across the state rallied in opposition 

to a plan for a state takeover of the city and activists voiced concerns over 

disenfranchisement of Camden voters (Peterson 2000).  Phrases such as “Democracy for 

Camden”, “Save our City” and “Don’t enslave the citizens of Camden” were used by 

opponents of the legislation to sum up the concerns over state takeover of the city 

(Cataldo 2000).  Protests pointing out the need for popular sovereignty in Camden 
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focused on the normative concerns of democracy and doubt was cast on the state’s ability 

to turn around the city with accounting measures alone.  Concerns also came to the 

surface about the need for community input and working with Camden non-profits on 

existing initiatives.    

Support for and opposition to the legislation prompted unusual alliances between 

2000-2002.  In one camp, Governor McGreevey, State Senator Bryant, Camden County 

Democrats and Camden non-profit leaders such as Camden Churches Organized for 

People (CCOP) and the Concerned Black Clergy of Camden supported the takeover.  

Only several years before, CCOP had been aligned with the Republican Whitman 

Administration in opposition to state and county Democrats and in 2000, Wayne Bryant 

had also initially criticized the takeover and accused Republicans of playing “plantation 

politics” (Gillette 209).   In the other camp were a few city public officials, such as 

Councilman Ali Sloan El, several Camden School Board members including Dwaine 

Williams, and grassroots organizers who fundamentally opposed the legislation as 

undemocratic and unconstitutional; Williams was quoted as saying,  “Camden effectively 

becomes occupied territory” (Maialetti 2002). 

Proponents of the takeover countered that the concerns of usurping democracy in 

Camden were unfounded.  However, their argument that residents did not really have a 

say in city government after the takeover ignored the reality that city government was 

dysfunctional because it was not able to meet the basic threshold of operating in a way 

that served city residents.   One state official, referring to a rally at the state house in 

Trenton in 2000 protesting the proposed recovery legislation and state takeover, said “the 

rally would have been more appropriate in front of City Hall in Camden, where people 
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are being denied basic services, where there is no accountability or planning, where 

finances don't balance, revenues aren't collected, and problems are ignored" (Cataldo 

2000).  Proponents of the legislation, who called for adequate government capacity, also 

spoke to an essential point of democratic government: a government in which citizens 

have authority needs to also have the institutional and organizational ability to respond to 

them.  Otherwise, democratic control exists in rhetoric alone.      

The concern that decision making by non-elected officials subverted the 

fundamental aspect of democracy, begs the questions: to what extent did the takeover 

actually affect democracy in Camden?  How does democracy in Camden actually work 

and what are its pre-conditions?  What factors external to the city impact democratic 

participation?  Finally, did the takeover have an adverse outcome for democracy in the 

city and if not, why not?  To look at how democracy works in Camden we need to look at 

three areas: structure and capacity of government, citizen participation particularly 

through voting, and the role of civic groups in the city.     

 

Government Structure And Capacity In Camden 

Camden has a Mayor-Council form of government.  The Mayor is elected every 

four years in a citywide election and serves as Chief Executive.  City Council consists of 

seven members; three are elected at-large and, based on a change in 1994, four are 

elected from one of four districts in the city.  The direct duties and responsibility of the 

Mayor as the chief executive and administrative officer of the city included powers such 

as supervising the departments of city government, appointing Municipal Court Judges 

and various board members, and enforcing the City Charter and other city ordinances.  
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The primary role of City Council, in addition to creating legislation, is to approve a 

variety of contracts, regulations, appointments, and applications that have been initiated 

from other areas of municipal government, especially the executive branch.  For example, 

the City Council is responsible for approving contracts, salaries and wages for all 

municipal employees, certain personnel appointments, and changes to the Administrative 

code.  Along with the Mayor, City Council also approves appointments of Municipal 

Court Judges.  The Municipal Court is responsible for all criminal complaints, ordinance 

violations and traffic tickets issued in the city.  Camden has three Municipal Court 

Judges. 

By and large, these are straightforward responsibilities assigned to elected public 

officials in Camden.  However, under the Recovery Act, the state-appointed COO was 

given power to control the spending of recovery dollars and had authority over all 

decisions regarding redevelopment in the city including oversight of the city’s annual 

budget, personnel decisions, contracts, responsibility to create master plans for 

redevelopment, and the power to veto minutes from City Council hearings and various 

city agencies such as the planning and zoning boards (Ott 2002).  The Mayor and City 

Council still had responsibility for running the “day-to-day” operations of the city, but the 

COO’s oversight prevented elected officials in Camden from having governing authority 

and undercut government capacity.    

New Jersey has a strong County form of government, the Board of Chosen 

Freeholders that goes back to the 18th century.  Camden County’s Board of Chosen 

Freeholders is a seven-member body with  at-large elections and staggered three-year 

terms.  While Freeholders are elected at-large, geographic sources for electoral support 
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tend to gravitate toward more populated municipalities in Camden County, such as 

Cherry Hill, Voorhees and Gloucester Township (Courier Post Editorial 2006).  Camden 

City is typically represented by at least one Freeholder but as mentioned previously, other 

municipalities grew over the preceding decades and came to challenge Camden in 

political power to the point that Camden City has diminished power in Camden County 

politics (Dorwart 2001). 

Effective governance in a democracy is premised on the ability of citizens to hold 

their elected officials accountable so that governments respond to popular desires while 

also, when necessary, balancing the greater good of the community.  It has been a long 

held belief that voting in elections indicates the clearest, though certainly not only, way 

for citizens to hold elected officials accountable (Key 1955; Verba and Nie 1972; Piven 

and Cloward 2000).  It is this type of democratic accountability that is supposed to insure 

that citizens have a way to participate in the processes of government and that 

government is responsive to (a majority of) citizens.  When a state appointed COO came 

to replace the democratically elected Mayor and City Council, opponents of state 

takeover under the Recovery Act were concerned that this type of democratic 

accountability would be taken away.  But this begs the question: Are there preconditions 

for effective democratic governance?  In Camden, what was the environment for 

democracy preceding the Recovery Act?  Unlike earlier critiques of Camden’s governing 

capacity throughout the 1990s that focused on improved accounting techniques and 

contract negotiations, the real issues that faced Camden had to do with the potential for 

democracy in a marginalized and isolated city.   
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The concept of “social capital” has been used to explain why some governments 

are more or less democratic than others and how governing capacity changes according to 

levels of social capital.  Camden’s political culture for decades leading up to the 

Recovery Act greatly took away from a sense of mutual trust and reciprocity among 

Camden residents and municipal employees alike.  Carles Boix and Daniel Posner (1998) 

take the study of social capital in a valuable direction by offering several explanations of 

the effects of social capital on government performance.  Boix and Posner argue that the 

social capital accumulation varies across governments due to the degree of social and 

political inequality among potential cooperating participants.  This is similar to Putnam’s 

argument in his study of Italy where hierarchically ordered regions with more political 

inequality in the south of Italy had less social capital while horizontally ordered regions 

with more political equality in the north of Italy had more social capital (Putnum 1993).  

Therefore, in places where political power is centralized, such as in an autocratic 

governing structure, there is less cooperation and the accumulation of less social capital.  

According to Boix and Posner, social capital affects institutional capacity in several 

ways.  First, the presence of social capital facilitates public employees cooperating with 

one another in the operation of their duties.  Secondly, social capital increases the 

capacity of government officials to manage public agencies.  Finally, they argue that 

social capital will create an “espirit de corps” among employees and reinforce the 

expectation that cooperative behavior will be met in kind.  Taken together, the presence 

of social capital in government adds to its institutional effectiveness and in due course 

strengthens democracy. 
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A study of government capacity in Camden bore this out and found that 

significant issues reported by public employees in Camden as obstacles to effective 

administration were the lack of communication, teamwork and sense of camaraderie 

across administrative units and levels of employees.  Public employees thought that 

greater communication instead of competition across departments could improve their 

knowledge and ability to perform their roles and also believed that more public 

recognition of the work they did was a positive incentive to help them do their jobs better 

(Rand Institute 2007). 

Similarly, a report on civic engagement in Camden conducted during 

implementation of the Recovery Act pointed out that “residents distrust city government, 

elected officials, and often one another, creating suspicion of City Hall and a tendency for 

neighborhoods to view each other as competitors for scarce municipal resources rather 

than collaborators with a common purpose” (Lake et al. 2007, 11).  Arguably this distrust 

was aggravated by the Recovery Act although it had started earlier than 2002.  Another 

survey of Camden residents several years after the 2002 takeover reflected the belief that 

revitalization was moderate to inadequate.  In particular, 41% of respondents saw no 

change in the city service delivery and 58% thought that the city’s performance in 

communicating about redevelopment plans was poor or fair (Camden Churches 

Organized for People 2009, 4).   The lack of trust, reciprocity, and coordination both in 

the general public about government performance and by public employees underscores 

the lack of social capital and diminished institutional capacity of Camden government.  

Furthermore, it is this type of institutional incapacity that leads to lessened political 
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participation, the very crux of the democratic debate leading up to the state takeover of 

Camden.          

 

Voting Trends In Camden 

Camden holds local non-partisan elections every four years to elect a Mayor and 

members of City Council.  In addition to elections for public officials, Camden voters 

have the option to introduce popular initiatives and referendums as ballot questions. Two 

points shape Camden’s electoral experience:  Camden City votes overwhelmingly for 

Democratic candidates for public office in a county dominated by the Democratic Party, 

and as the chart below indicates, voter turnout in Camden is lower than other large 

municipalities in the county.  Both of these points mean that Camden has lower electoral 

power in the county and region than at its height of population and voter participation a 

half-century ago. It is this point having to do with Camden’s diminished electoral 

importance in Camden County and statewide politics that in the long run undercuts 

political equality and popular sovereignty in Camden more than the state’s takeover of 

the city in 2002.     

In the city of Camden in the years leading up to the Recovery Act, electoral 

participation by eligible voters was considerably low.  The following graph with data 

taken from a CAMConnect report on Camden voter participation shows Camden’s voting 

rates are lower than both the county and the state and fluctuated for several years leading 

up to the Recovery Act from a high in local elections of 24.3 percent in May 1997 to a 

low of 6.3 percent in May 2003. 
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 Figure 5.1 – Camden City Voting Rates, 1997-2003 

 

There are a few factors that directly influenced voter turnout. The May 1997 

election was a highly contested Mayoral election with five candidates, including Milton 

Milan who became the first Latino Mayor of Camden challenging the incumbent Mayor, 

Arnold Webster.  The highest turnout in the period 1997-2003 was the 2000 Presidential 

election when 33.9 percent of the Voting Age Population in Camden turned out to vote. 

In May 2003, by comparison, in the first election after the 2002 state takeover, voter 

apathy was highest due to concerns about the city’s powers vis a vis the Recovery Act, 
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and the election was for district City Council members with only one of the four 

candidates in a contested race (CAMConnect 2003, 26).  

 

 Figure 5.2 – City-County-State Comparative Voting Rates, 1997-2003 

 

The figure above, also based on data from a CAMConnect report on voter 

participation in Camden, shows that Camden’s voting turnout rate tracked about 10-15 

percentage points lower than county and statewide voting rates. While voting rates in the 

city are lower than surrounding municipalities, they are comparable to other cities of its 

size in New Jersey for the same period (4).  In other words, urban municipalities in New 

Jersey have lower voter turnout rates than suburban municipalities in the state.  However, 

given that city voting trends mirror those of the county and state by declining across all 

areas in November 2002 and 2003, the argument that the state takeover lessened voter 

turnout in the city does not reflect significantly in voting rates.   
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There are other issues that confounded greater political participation, both before 

and after the implementation of the Recovery Act.  Similar to other Northeastern and 

Midwestern cities, Camden has been dominated by the Democratic Party for over 70 

years.  This lack of electoral competition has diminished democratic participation in the 

city.  Regarding a lack of electoral participation in the last 15 years, one resident pointed 

out that “voting doesn’t do anything for the people of the City” as the political base of the 

Democratic party has shifted to the suburbs (CAMConnect 2003, 26).  On the flipside of 

that issue, if residents in suburban municipalities are voting at a higher rate and in greater 

number than Camden residents providing candidates with the base for electoral victory, 

then county and state elected officials do not need to be responsive to voters in Camden 

City.  These are regional and historical issues that have a greater impact on the political 

equality of Camden residents than did the actual impact of the state takeover and 

Recovery Act.   

 

Role Of Civic Organizations 

Arguably, the Recovery Act brought renewed attention and importance to the role 

that civic organizations, including churches, continued to play in Camden’s recovery.  

Groups such as the Concerned Black Clergy of the City of Camden (CBC), and Camden 

Churches Organized for People provided essential human and social services to Camden 

residents and engaged the political process to help steer the dialogue about Camden’s 

redevelopment to the needs of residents and neighborhoods and not just to downtown and 

anchor institutions. The CBC and CCOP issued a vision statement adding conditional 

support for the Recovery Act that focused on quality of life and neighborhood based 
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issues including a quality education for children, alternatives for children to crime and 

drugs, quality housing, opportunities to compete for good jobs and careers, and pride 

among residents to call Camden their home (CCOP Survey, 5). Larger non-profits had 

greater citywide impact.  Groups such as Cooper’s Ferry Development Association and 

St. Joseph’s Carpenter Society were successful in redeveloping major sections of the city 

from the waterfront to east Camden.  For example, St. Joseph’s Carpenter Society in 

2000 had begun the process of redeveloping Hope VI housing in the Baldwin Run public 

housing complex in the Cramer Hill neighborhood through a public-private partnership 

between the federal government, state government, the Camden Redevelopment Agency, 

Campbell’s Soup and The Reinvestment Fund.  Unlike development under the Recovery 

Act a few years later, in this case the state built upon non-profit capacity for community 

development.  According to the Executive Director of St. Joseph’s Carpenter Society, 

“the State realized that they were better off making a substantial investment and being a 

partner with the federal government than putting a more modest investment in and going 

it alone” (Greenberg et al. 2009, 30). 

Other significant civic engagement initiatives developed in response to the 

Recovery Act include the Alliance for the Revitalization of Camden City (ARCC) formed 

in 2003 and lasting until 2005.  It was created as a citizen led effort to ensure the success 

of revitalization in Camden.  According to a 2006 progress report on the Recovery Act, 

the role of ARCC was described as “a 31-member Board of Trustees comprised of local 

and regional stakeholders…planned to shape and strengthen community agendas by 

promoting broad-based civic involvement, collaborative problem solving, balanced 

information sharing, constructive advocacy and leadership development. ARCC was also 
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organized to serve as a convener and capacity-building resource for residents, leaders, 

and service providers” (Primas 2006, 21).  Unfortunately, after some successful events 

and forums to bring residents and leaders together ARCC disbanded because “it was not 

able to resolve internal differences associated with the organization's leadership and 

agenda” (Ibid). 

Given the relative importance of civic associations in Camden before and during 

the Recovery Act, it is notable that the Recovery Act legislation was not created to rely 

upon, or even include, community-based non-profit organizations in redevelopment.  

Partly, this was because the Recovery Act was attempting to bring large-scale public-

private development schemes that would leverage private investment to build on the 

additional state funding.  The best example of this approach was in the Cramer Hill 

neighborhood.  A second reason is that city government did not have the capacity, and 

perhaps not even the orientation, to work with community based non-profit organizations.  

For example, a 2001 report on a future strategy for Camden points out that municipal 

employees often did not have the ability to facilitate community input and Camden 

government had inadequate data on the condition of neighborhoods and did not have 

reliable processes in place for matters such as land assembly and building permits (Casey 

Foundation 2001, 8-9).     

 

Cramer Hill Story 

The debate over the north Camden neighborhood of Cramer Hill shows the extent 

of public deliberation, popular democracy and government incapacity in Camden during 

the state takeover.  By focusing on redevelopment in Cramer Hill it is possible to 
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understand the limits of institutional capacity under the state takeover, the extent to which 

residents did participate politically, and the outcome relative to the arguments that the 

takeover would actually undercut democracy. 

The Cramer Hill section of Camden is located in the Northeast section of the city 

along the Delaware riverfront to the north and the neighboring town of Pennsauken to the 

east.  In 2003, it was targeted for the largest redevelopment project in the history of the 

city.  Although Cramer Hill was a neighborhood with pockets of stable homeownership, 

retail businesses, and commercial and light industrial development, it also was not 

densely populated and had a large area of riverfront acreage that made it attractive as a 

potential redevelopment site.  Cramer Hill had approximately a fifty percent 

homeownership rate of a total population of 10,000 residents.  Of the remaining 

approximately 5,000 Cramer Hill residents who rented, 1,000 of them lived in either the 

Ablett or Centennial Villages apartment complexes that became targets for 

redevelopment under the Recovery Act.   

Cramer Hill became the focus of redevelopment when city officials introduced a 

plan in December 2003 to build 5,000 new housing units there, including 1,000 

affordable housing units, 500,000 square feet of retail space, community open space, and 

an 18 hole golf course on what was a municipal landfill totaling over $1 billion in private 

investment (Ung and Ott 2003).  The plan became known as the “Cherokee Plan” named 

after the proposed developer, Cherokee Investment Partners, a North Carolina based firm 

specializing in brownfield redevelopment. 

Initial apprehension by residents, and some city public officials, had to do with 

the details of the relocation plans and eventual displacement of existing Cramer Hill 
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residents by new middle-class residents attracted by the high-end development. In 

addition to the issues of authority, political equality and democratic accountability with 

the state takeover, residents and activists also had concerns over how the state funding 

would be spent and what projects would be a priority for policymakers.  State and city 

public officials pointed out that the process of approval was for zoning and planning 

purposes, first to the city’s planning board then to city council and finally to the state-

appointed Economic Redevelopment Board, and meant that adoption had to precede the 

specific redevelopment proposal with the relocation plans.  This left some residents 

feeling uneasy about how the plans would progress and not wanting to take a “trust me 

first” approach to development.   

In early 2003, as plans for Cramer Hill were being debated, other parts of the city 

were going through some of the same issues.  The Waterfront South neighborhood in 

south Camden came to the attention of the state Department of Environmental Protection 

which began investigating high rates of pollution that would make the neighborhood 

unlivable.  Waterfront South contained approximately 1,700 residents and had nearly 20 

contaminated sites, 2 superfund sites, and the county trash to steam incinerator.  If the 

Department of Environmental Protection deemed the neighborhood unsafe then residents 

would be permanently relocated.  Residents and community activists feared this was a 

ploy by redevelopers for a land grab because the neighborhood had access to the 

Delaware River waterfront.  Similar to growing opposition to Cramer Hill, residents in 

Waterfront South and other Camden neighborhoods questioned who was going to benefit 

from the Recovery Act and how it was going to impact average citizens (Ott and Graham 

2004c). 
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By May 2004, less than six months after plans were announced for Cramer Hill, 

formal opposition to the Cherokee Plan crystallized in Camden.  Concerns continued 

among residents over displacement and relocation to other affordable housing units.  

Business owners also began to join the opposition as some realized that the 

redevelopment plans would take years to complete and would take away much of their 

customer base.  Camden’s COO, Randy Primas, was sympathetic to the issues and said in 

response to the protests, “relocation issues has everyone concerned” (Ibid).  Still, he 

pushed forward with the approval process. 

A Planning Board vote scheduled for mid-May 2004 became the focus of 

mobilized opposition to the Cherokee Plan.  Opponents of Cramer Hill redevelopment 

rallied at a mid-May 2004 Planning Board meeting.  Residents conveyed fears of 

displacement and lack of affordable housing replacement and concerns over breaking up 

the Cramer Hill community, particularly the sizeable Latino community there (Ott 

2004d).  As a result, the Planning Board put off a vote on the Cherokee Plan until a future 

meeting.   

A week later, the Planning Board reconvened and voted for the plans.  Those in 

favor pointed out the benefits of a large-scale residential and retail project in Camden that 

could generate 5,500 new jobs, $20 million in annual property tax revenue and $5 million 

in annual sales tax revenue.  Randy Primas and other officials also saw the need to 

establish this plan to bring a middle-class tax base to Camden and to show the rest of the 

city and the region the huge potential of private development in Camden.  This last point, 

according to Primas, would illustrate a momentum in downtown and waterfront 

developments that could spread into Camden’s neighborhoods and become the crux of 
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the argument for further redevelopment in Camden (Ott and Graham 2004b).  The 

sticking point for opponents to the redevelopment plan remained the lack of specific 

details for relocation of nearly 1,000 Cramer Hill residents directly affected by 

redevelopment.  Again, the problem with specific plans was that details could not be 

developed and shared until the process went through the City Planning Board, City 

Council, and the state-appointed Camden Redevelopment Agency, and this was not 

sufficient for residents who had concerns about the plan.        

In early July 2004, Camden City Council approved the redevelopment plan by a 

6-1 vote.  Councilman Ali Sloan El opposed it because he said that it did not benefit 

Camden residents (Ott and Graham 2004a).  By late-July a lawsuit was filed by 

community organizations and over 100 residents from Cramer Hill claiming that the 

redevelopment unfairly targeted the Cramer Hill neighborhood and the plans illegally 

classified the area in need of redevelopment (Ott 2004c).  Over the next four months the 

redevelopment plans continued even as opposition remained strong.  In October, the 

Board of the Camden Redevelopment Agency approved the Cherokee Plan and specific 

relocation plans were introduced and approved for the first time.  The relocation plans 

included starting replacement units within a year for over 680 renters and 250 new single 

family homes and 150 new townhomes to accommodate 300 homeowners (Ott 2004b).   

The final part of the approval process by the redevelopment board should have 

cleared the way for implementing the Cherokee Plan.  However, the specific relocation 

plans did not satisfy opponents of Cramer Hill redevelopment and concern over 

displacement and the use of eminent domain continued.  As a result, protests moved from 

the streets and public meetings to the ballot box and the courts.  In November, Cramer 
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Hill residents mobilized to push for the recall of Camden City Council President, Angel 

Fuentes, for his support of the Cherokee Plan.  Ultimately, the recall was unsuccessful, 

but it did mark a new direction for opposition to redevelopment.  By March 2005, 

opponents of the Cherokee Plan asked the courts for a temporary restraining order to 

prevent the first 72 properties targeted for acquisition under eminent domain.  The legal 

argument was twofold: no properties could be acquired because the redevelopment plan 

was not properly adopted in a series of votes in 2004 and 2005, and the plan unfairly 

targeted an area populated by lower income people, residents of public housing, and 

racial minorities (Ott 2005b).  

The argument that the redevelopment plan was never properly adopted became a 

significant sticking point for redevelopment in Cramer Hill.  There were two procedural 

issues with the initial adoption of the Cherokee Plan that became the basis for later legal 

challenges.  First, after City Council voted to approve the plan in July 2003, it was 

pointed out that two City Council Representatives, Angel Fuentes and Israel Nieves, had 

a conflict of interest in voting on the plan.  Both resided in Cramer Hill and had some 

potential financial gain if the Cherokee Plan was approved.  To address this, in February 

2004 City Council voted a second time to approve the redevelopment plans for Cramer 

Hill.  This time Fuentes and Nieves did not vote and the plans were approved by a 4-1 

margin.  However, this led to another challenge when opponents of the plan argued that 

City Council member Dana Redd, who was also chair of the city’s housing authority, 

faced a potential conflict of interest because a housing authority complex located in 

Cramer Hill would be razed and residents relocated.  In July 2005, Camden City Council 

voted a third time to approve the Cherokee Plan for Cramer Hill.  This round of voting 
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was after the May 2005 election for Mayor and City Council and approval won by a 4-2 

margin.  The second, and perhaps more significant procedural issue came up in May 2004 

when the Board of the Camden Redevelopment Agency voted in favor of Cramer Hill as 

an area in need of redevelopment.  That classification was given based on the testimony 

of two witnesses but the problem was that the witnesses were never sworn in as required. 

Ultimately, it was a combination of these technical and procedural challenges 

along with the issue of the city’s use of eminent domain that derailed the Cherokee Plan 

in Cramer Hill and redevelopment in several other neighborhoods in Camden.  In March 

2005, residents in the Bergen Square neighborhood (on the south side of downtown) sued 

over the city’s plans to redevelop their neighborhood by forcibly removing through 

eminent domain, if necessary (Ott 2005a).  This brought a re-focus to the use of eminent 

domain across the city, especially in Cramer Hill.  Over the next nine months cases that 

went before the Camden County Superior Court were continuously denied based on 

either previous procedural issues or the force of weight implied through the city’s use of 

eminent domain to take private property for a vaguely defined public benefit of economic 

recovery.   

The beginning of the end for the Cherokee redevelopment plan was in January 

2006 when a Superior Court Judge, who was scheduled to hear the case on Cramer Hill 

redevelopment based on July 2004 lawsuits, rejected the Cherokee redevelopment plan 

outright because the two experts who testified in May 2004 about a blight plan to 

reclassify Cramer Hill as an area in need of redevelopment in May 2004 were never 

sworn in as witnesses.  That made the redevelopment plan null and void (Ott 2006b).  

Attorneys for the city first requested that the court vacate its decision because it was not 
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necessary for the participants in the planning board meeting to be sworn in.  After that 

attempt failed, the city requested through the New Jersey Court of Appeals that the courts 

quickly decide the lawsuits that were preventing the city from proceeding with 

redevelopment plans.  Otherwise, the city would have to wait until summer 2007 for the 

case to be heard.  The Appeals Court rejected that request and in May 2006 Randy 

Primas announced that the city was not going to pursue additional appeals and instead 

was going to “retool” the Cramer Hill redevelopment plan and re-introduce it to the 

Camden Redevelopment Agency and the Camden City Council.  Regarding the change in 

approach, Primas said to the residents of Cramer Hill, “We want you to know that we are 

not deaf.  We have heard the issues raised by our citizens and we believe that once we are 

through the process of modifications we’ve proposed, it will be widely accepted” (Ott 

2006a).  Primas had pointed out that this new strategy would save time and money after 

having spent nearly $250,000 in legal fees and close to 18 months behind schedule in 

starting the construction.       

Opponents of the redevelopment plan were ecstatic and saw this as a victory for 

neighborhood based activism.  Instead of what many said was a top-down process of 

redevelopment, Camden residents were successful in opposing large-scale redevelopment 

of Cramer Hill and several other Camden neighborhoods and in creating a process that 

took into account their wishes for redevelopment.  Ironically, their success also had to do 

with government ineptness in managing the redevelopment plan, from a process that did 

not effectively engage the community, to the technical and procedural issues with the 

Planning Board and City Council.   
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As a result of the initial failed process, in June 2008, the city, in collaboration 

with neighborhood groups including the Cramer Hill Community Development 

Corporation, started a community planning process.  This planning process took nearly 

three years to complete and in May 2011 Camden City Council unanimously approved a 

new, much smaller plan for Cramer Hill.  Instead of a $1.2 billion ten-year plan to 

completely transform Cramer Hill, this new plan was proposed to cost $742 million and 

take 25 years and addressed issues of eminent domain in that no occupied property would 

be acquired and this included the Ablett Village and Centennial Village apartment 

complexes.  The biggest difference between this new plan and the previous one is that the 

process will be driven by Cramer Hill CDC and not involve Cherokee or any outside 

developer in the design of the plan (Vargas 2011).  

 

Conclusion 

The Recovery Act in Camden explains several dynamics related to democracy 

and the pre-conditions for democratic participation in urban economic and community 

development.  First, it shows that the initial concerns over the state takeover, especially 

the power of the COO usurping popular democracy, were largely unfounded because the 

realities of Camden’s diminished electoral power and institutional capacity affected 

popular sovereignty in Camden more than did the state takeover.  Prior to the state 

takeover, voter participation in Camden was low and Camden had diminished electoral 

power relative to other New Jersey municipalities in the region.  This was not caused by 

the Recovery Act nor was there any change, higher or lower, because of the Recovery 

Act.  The question of government capacity became acute during the implementation of 
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the Recovery Act.  Not only did the Recovery Act not improve government capacity, but 

also the way it was implemented both underscored and detracted from government 

capacity.  In this sense, government capacity is more than the technocratic side of 

improved accounting measures, reduction in spending,  and increased reporting 

requirements that characterized state oversight in the 1990s.  Government capacity here is 

the ability for government to function in ways that exercise its democratically derived 

authority and respond to public concerns in a transparent and deliberative process by 

weighing competing interests and arriving at solutions that benefit the public good.  

Redevelopment in Cramer Hill provides a good example.  There was a sizable 

learning curve in introducing a redevelopment plan in Cramer Hill, from working with 

Cherokee as the potential developer to engaging community residents and getting the 

plan through the Planning Board and City Council.  Procedural and technical difficulties, 

combined with legal challenges from community residents led to the failure of the plan.  

However, so did the unrealistically short timeline for redevelopment plans.  The state 

takeover initially consisted of 5 years of oversight.  Within those five years the state 

appointed COO and boards, along with city government were expected to implement the 

most dramatic recovery and revitalization plan in the history of the city.  Not only was it 

not a surprise to many people that the redevelopment plans did not succeed, but the 

resulting friction between community members and groups and the city government 

undercut future efforts by the Mayor and City Council with redevelopment efforts 

(Vargas 2011).  As mentioned above, social capital production both between government 

and citizens, as well as across government leads to improved government institutional  
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capacity and performance.  Conversely, circumstances rife with lack of trust, mutuality, 

and cooperation diminish social capital production and detract from institutional capacity.           

The second conclusion is that capable leadership and the ability to address core 

problems in Camden mattered for the success or failure of large-scale development plans.  

It became clear throughout Primas’ tenure as COO that he saw several fundamental 

issues facing Camden: concentrated poverty, lack of integration with the county and 

region for affordable housing and employment opportunities for Camden residents, lack 

of middle class residential and for-profit business taxpayers, and fiscal constraints related 

to lack of a tax base and over reliance on state funding (NJ State Senate Testimony 2007, 

7-17).  Primas did not see the protests and court challenges to development plans as the 

“voice of the people” but rather the result of a small number of activists who opposed any 

development in the city and who offered no alternative solutions to the core problems 

Camden was facing.  In his final report to the New Jersey legislature on the progress of 

the Recovery Act, he did admit that the process was not perfect and that the “plan went 

out a bit prematurely before all the residents understood it.” He went on to say, “and so 

about 1,000 residents showed up at City Hall expressing their concern with the plan. We 

went back and we redid the plan, explained it to the residents and, in fact, took the next 

meeting to Rutgers University -- the largest area that we had for a public meeting. After 

explaining it to the residents of the City of Camden, fewer than a hundred people showed 

up” (Ibid, 15-16). In other words, Primas was not thwarting democracy or acting as a 

pawn to state or county interests, but he saw himself as truly understanding Camden and 

working toward solutions that would ultimately help the city.  

Thirdly, the experience of Camden, and Cramer Hill specifically, underscores that 
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planners might be open to community input but not to community decision-making.  

These are two very different processes.  Community input is the process in which public 

officials, or their designees, facilitate public meetings and aggregate responses and claim 

it is public deliberation.  However, as the classic critique of pluralist decision-making by 

Bachrach and Baratz points out, this actually represents the “second face of power” 

because the agenda for deliberation is already set by public officials and so the public 

input is limited to that agenda and not necessarily to actual decision making (1962).  A 

report completed after the initial Cramer Hill redevelopment was postponed pointed out 

that at the heart of disagreement between Cramer Hill activists and city officials is in this 

dynamic. The report said that:  

“[i]n major redevelopment efforts, such as in Cramer Hill and Lanning, both community 
residents and other stakeholders believed that they were excluded from major decisions. 
While the Camden Redevelopment Agency believed that it had effectively communicated 
its intentions during four public meetings, its idea of participation involved primarily 
communicating its vision and providing a forum to hear neighborhood concerns without 
promising to act upon them. This view of participation did not meet the expectations of 
many in the community, who wanted to be able to influence decisions about 
redevelopment” (Greenberg et al. 2009, 26) 
       

 Lastly, the lasting challenge to democracy in Camden is that the political will did 

not and  still does not exist at either the local or state level to fully fund recovery in 

Camden and so public officials need to attract significant private investment to help the 

city rebound.  Perhaps more than any other issue brought up in Camden redevelopment, 

the reliance on private investment without a government with the capacity to balance 

private interests will do more to undercut popular sovereignty in the city than did the 

state takeover.  As Cramer Hill illustrated, the plans called for approximately $1 billion in 

private investment led by Cherokee Investment Partners and caused public officials to 



 

 156 

pursue a timeline and process that did not take into account community deliberation and 

decision making.  It was only through the use of the courts that Camden residents were 

able to shape the process.   
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 
 

Camden, New Jersey, illustrates some fundamental challenges to urban 

revitalization in the United States.  As American political, economic and social changes 

occurred, cities in particular posed vexing questions to policy makers.  From the mid-

nineteenth to the mid-twentieth centuries the challenges had to do with growth.  The 

Northeastern and upper Midwestern United States experienced early urbanization.  In the 

last seventy years, those same regions have faced issues of urban decline.  Overall, larger 

cities dealt differently with issues of decline and revitalization than did those areas that 

were smaller in population and geographic area.  Smaller, or secondary cities, had fewer 

resources available to them to address decline and revitalization.  Fewer varied industries, 

smaller downtowns, relatively smaller tax base, and less federal or state government aid 

meant that many secondary cities became fiscally insolvent and faced the spiraling 

process of political and social fragmentation.  In many cases, as a final attempt to deal 

with declining cities, state governments in the past two decades changed their approach to 

cities by introducing increased oversight in order to address some of the fundamental 

political and economic issues they faced.   

Camden represents the most extreme case of state oversight to address political 

and economic failure since the 1930s.  The total takeover by the State of New Jersey with 

the Camden Recovery was the first of its kind since the Great Depression.  Through the 

Recovery Act, New Jersey’s state government pumped tens of millions of dollars in 

additional spending into Camden for the purpose of re-positioning the city in the region 

through large-scale comprehensive redevelopment plans.  In the process they took over 
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virtually the entire decision-making apparatus and excluded Camden’s municipal 

government from all but basic day-to-day governing decisions.  Largely, the approach 

was in response to the various agendas and interests that influenced the Recovery Act: 

state legislators with regional agendas, county public officials seeking to bring more 

public investment to the city, and institutions in Camden working to revitalize the city.   

In the second chapter is provided an understanding of Camden’s historical role in 

the region, the dynamic of the city-county relationship, and the series of renewal 

approaches over decades used to help Camden. That history shows us that Camden’s role 

in the region was adversely affected by changes in transportation, housing, and de-

industrialization that when coupled with political factors led to Camden’s decline.  As the 

city fell into a spiral of greater municipal costs with dwindling fiscal resources, municipal 

leaders relied more on federal and state assistance and made choices that had long-term 

negative consequences for the city.   

 The third chapter analyzes state government involvement in Camden from 1992-

2002 leading to the Camden Recovery Act and pays special attention to the competing 

solutions, from fixing Camden’s structural challenges, to focusing on increased 

governing capacity with the goal of fiscal independence from state government.     

The fourth chapter discusses the limited role of Camden government and politics 

in the redevelopment plans and describes several ways in which the Recovery Act was 

intended to strengthen the processes of municipal government, but in fact, weakened it. 

This included decisions about allocating the Recovery Act funding made by the COO in 

conjunction with the state Economic Recovery Board and removing those critical 

decisions from municipal government.  Rather than empowering Camden political and 
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administrative leaders to manage the redevelopment of their city, this structure took the 

important decisions out of their hands and gave Camden yet another experience of 

dependency on outsiders.   

In the fifth chapter the research explores democratic participation and government 

capacity in Camden.  In particular, attention is given to the consequences of the state 

takeover for democracy at various levels, including not only the “input” to democracy 

such as voting but also the pre-conditions to democracy such as the institutional capacity 

of government to govern effectively.  

Returning to some of the questions framing the dissertation, we are left to 

consider: What is the political future of America’s aging cities?  How can cities 

overcome this shift in political power and be part of new political coalitions? Can a 

renewed pro-urban agenda in government help aging post-industrial cities to reverse the 

problems caused by decline?  What are the effective political strategies to address decline 

and its related social problems in aging, postindustrial cities?  At what level of 

government is it most appropriate to implement these political strategies? 

The remainder of this chapter will review aspects of the research presented in this 

dissertation to answer these questions and then offer a direction for future research 

having to do with the political future of cities.     

 

Overcoming The Shift In Political Power 

For nearly its entire history, the City of Camden, played a pivotal role in the area 

of southern New Jersey and the Delaware Valley region.  While holding a unique, and 

often secondary role to Philadelphia, Camden was known from the mid-nineteenth to the 
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mid-twentieth for its commercial and industrial strength.  Beginning in the 1950s early 

signs of urban decline signaled what would be a dramatic shift for the city.  From the 

1950s through the 1970s, Camden lost large numbers of employers and residents, 

resulting in an eroded tax base coupled with rising public costs.  This “iron cage of 

municipal finance” curtailed the choices public officials in Camden could make and 

dictated an undesirable course of action for the city.  By the 1980s, Camden became a 

national symbol of urban decline racked by deindustrialization, population loss, and the 

social problems related to crime and poverty.  With this decline went political power that 

became eclipsed by suburban interests.  This posed a challenge for renewal in Camden at 

a time that many other cities were building on their assets trying to adjust to the new 

urban.  

The Camden Recovery Act included  “bringing the state back in” to urban 

redevelopment through what was designed as a fairly comprehensive approach.  As 

pointed out earlier, most arguments regarding regionalism focus either around a new 

regional governing entity, the role of the federal government in mandating regionalism, 

or attempts at building broader coalitions by organizing other local governments facing 

similar problems (Dreier, Mollenkopf and Swanstrom,2001; Frisken and Norris 2001).  

Some municipal governments have pursued and have had limited success in forming 

regional pro-urban coalitions between cities and inner-ring suburbs in state legislatures 

(Orfield 1997; Gainsborough 2001b; Wolman et al. 2004).    

In the case of New Jersey, the Recovery Act was possible through a coalition of 

state legislators who had a regional and pro-urban orientation.  In a state like New Jersey 

the debate on funding to cities is a little more real than other states because New Jersey is 
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so extensively urbanized and even small cities in the state have an effect on the 

surrounding suburban region.  Because legislators realize this point, the debate over 

Camden, especially when it took on partisan tones, was about how, not whether, to 

address the problems in the city.  Nearly all state public officials believed that Camden’s 

woes could be abated by increased private investment in the city leading to job creation 

and a sustainable tax base.  But the debate was over how to get there.   

In this regard, it is important to keep in mind that the new state government 

political coalition did not have monolithic beliefs about regionalism.  Some state 

legislators viewed Camden paradoxically.  Legislators saw Camden as a drain on the 

region or the state and so regional views held by public officials were not always positive 

and often reflected what is referred to here as “protective regionalism”.  For example, as 

Republican Senator Martha Bark pointed out, one may have supported the legislation 

because of the negative perception that Camden carries over to the state as a whole, or at 

least the region, and therefore indirectly affected how their district was viewed by visitors 

and businesses looking to invest or expand.  This is a matter of trying to solve Camden’s 

problems in the city before they spilled over into surrounding towns.  

       Some Democratic public officials believed that Camden was integral to a regional 

economy or the social fabric of the area (Swann Interview 2007; Nash Interview 2007) 

underscoring that medical and educational institutions in Camden provide significant 

employment for residents in the New Jersey suburbs.  Still others believed that the region 

had a responsibility to Camden because the city played such an important role in 

developing the region (Cruz-Perez Interview 2007).  
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In other words, to be pro-urban means to recognize that cities matter to the 

functioning of metropolitan areas.  Good or bad, New Jersey legislators knew they had to 

do something to deal with Camden even if it resulted in a type of protective regionalism.  

However, the staying power of such a coalition is unclear.  In order for older, post-

industrial cities to overcome the shift in political power away from cities, there needs to 

be an ongoing agenda that continues to benefit a variety of political interests.  There also 

needs to be legislative leadership.  In New Jersey, State Senator Wayne Bryant proved to 

be an effective legislator not only passing the Recovery Act but also doing so with 

significant additional state aid to Camden.  Overcoming the political minority status of 

cities will only be possible with a combination of an agenda that can sustain a new 

political coalition and the leadership to pass pro-urban legislation.  

 

Helping Aging Post-Industrial Cities 

 Regional support is only part of the story with Camden.  On the other side were 

the partisan arguments leading up to the development of the Recovery Act. 

Republicans in the county and the state perceived Camden as a corrupt and inept city run 

by Camden County Democrats.  The Republicans’ approach to address Camden’s 

problems meant introducing state oversight with administrative reforms and state 

financial oversight of city government.  Democrats believed the issues facing Camden 

were more systemic stemming from urban decline over several decades.  County 

Democrats, in particular, believed that the county or state needed to bring more resources 

to Camden to essentially redirect economic processes so that Camden would be more 

fiscally secure (Nash Interview 2007).  The Recovery Act became a compromise between 
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the two approaches by combining state oversight through the COO with $175 million in 

new funding with a comprehensive plan to address myriad issues in the city. 

 The total state funding was directed toward four main strategic areas: higher 

education and regional healthcare development, residential neighborhood improvement, 

the demolition and redevelopment financing, and downtown revitalization and recovery.  

A much smaller amount of the overall funding went toward costs related to economic 

recovery planning and job training for Camden residents. 

As mentioned earlier, it is still difficult to assess the full impact of the Recovery 

Act.  Parts of downtown Camden and the Delaware River waterfront have been 

physically rebuilt as a result of the Recovery Act but quality of life issues remain a 

continuing concern as city residents question the capacity of city government to provide 

services, keep them safe, or provide opportunities for the city’s youth (Camden Churches 

Organized for People, 2009).  Between 2002-2009 employment in the city has increased 

as major institutions in the city have expanded physically and programmatically.  

Educational and medical institutions are the largest employers in the city and have 

expanded significantly since 2002.  The Recovery Act dedicated $47.7 million to invest 

in the expansion of Higher Education and Medical institutions.  Between 2003- 2009, 

approximately an additional $600 million has been spent or committed by the “eds and 

meds” in the city.  Mostly, these projects have had to do with physical expansion of 

existing or new facilities, such as $4.5 million in Recovery Act funding to Lourdes 

Medical Center translated into $60 million campus expansion in the Parkside 

neighborhood of east Camden or the $37 million expansion of Rutgers University Law 

School based on $11 million in Recovery Act funding.  



 

 164 

Supporters of the Recovery Act also focus on the economic benefits to city 

residents.  A 2008 report from the Camden Higher Education and Healthcare Task Force 

points out that between 2003-2008 education and medical institutions employed 31% 

more Camden residents as a result of investment in the city.  Based on the 2010 Annual 

Report of the Greater Camden Partnership, between 2002-2006 there were over 2,000 

new jobs created in the city, and even taking into account the economic decline beginning 

in 2008, the City of Camden retained more new jobs since the Recovery Act was passed 

and implemented.   

However, the benefits of expanded buildings and increased employment 

opportunities have largely gone to residents outside the City of Camden.  Looking more 

closely at the Greater Camden Partnership report, the majority of the jobs went to non-

residents.  Not withstanding the 31% of new educational and medical jobs held by 

Camden residents as a result of investment, between 2002-2008 non-resident 

employment increased at a higher rate than employment of city residents.  In 2002 there 

were 18,331 total jobs in the City of Camden and city residents filled 3,224 of those jobs.  

By 2008 the total number of jobs increased to 19,558 but residents only filled 2,326 of 

those jobs.  This meant that jobs held by city residents were reduced from 18% of total 

positions in 2002 to 12% in 2008, while overall job growth for non-residents increased by 

14% in the same period (Greater Camden Partnership 2010, 5)       

Economic benefits are only part of the issue as the Camden Recovery Act 

unfolded.  Another goal of the legislation was to increase governing capacity of city 

government.  Unfortunately, for city residents, state leadership of the Recovery Act 

legislation did not focus as much on the concerns over inclusive decision making as it did 
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on economic development projects in the city.  The Recovery Act did little to build 

government capacity through strengthening government institutions or municipal 

leadership.  On one side of the argument was that management reforms and state 

oversight would lead to more efficient fiscal operations for the city, and on the other side 

of the argument was that a large infusion of public investment would ultimately lead to 

addressing broader structural issues such as population loss, an eroding tax base, and 

increased employment.  Underpinning both sides of the recovery argument was the 

presumption that by the end of the state takeover period Camden would miraculously be 

able to govern itself. 

State takeovers in other cities, such as East St. Louis, Flint, and Chelsea point out 

different examples of state intervention.  In common between all of them is that state 

intervention was caused by a fiscal emergency, similar to Camden.  However, each 

example shows varying emphasis placed on government capacity building.  Of the four 

state takeovers, only Chelsea Massachusetts is viewed as successful, whereby the city has 

rebounded from the problems of urban decline and effectively developed economic, 

fiscal, and political capacity.  In particular, Chelsea’s focus on political capacity in the 

form of training municipal leadership to negotiate the challenges of the city’s recovery 

has made the most significant difference.  Compared to Camden, where the Recovery Act 

had set goals for institutional and political capacity building, but the necessary steps were 

never taken to try and reach those goals, Chelsea provides an illustrative example for 

capacity building and helping aging post-industrial cities through state-level intervention.     
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Effective Political Strategies To Address Urban Decline 

Fragmented or piecemeal recovery efforts were not going to address issues in a 

city like Camden.  The literature on urban revitalization points out that many post-

industrial cities attempted to affect urban decline through neo-liberal policies directed 

toward economic renewal (typically tax policy), zoning, community capacity building 

and workforce development.  By and large, even in light of some reversal of urban 

decline during the 1990s, this approach has been unable to stem population loss or 

address the social, fiscal and political challenges caused by urban decline in older post-

industrial cities (Goldsmith 1997). 

 However, as one commentator of the Recovery Act pointed out, it was well 

designed but poorly executed (Dennis Interview 2009).  Part of the reason is that the 

major architect of Camden’s Recovery, Senator Wayne Bryant, came under scrutiny for 

other actions not related to the Recovery Act and was ultimately convicted and sent to 

prison.  With Bryant went a champion for the Recovery Act.  Secondly, the goals of the 

act were expected to be well under way, if not completed, within the five year time period 

(even though the act could be extended to ten years).  This was an unrealistic timeline 

given the large-scale and comprehensive nature of the Recovery Act.  Finally, by 2002 

the city was so picked over and battle worn by state oversight that there was a 

fundamental sense of mistrust in Camden.  Mistrust is the enemy of social capital 

formation and the preconditions for democratic participation.  Therefore implementation 

of the Recovery Act happened under distressed circumstances and went down hill from 

there.  The history of state involvement in Camden had been weighted heavily by 
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punitive state oversight.  Analysis of the Recovery Act does point out that redefining the 

structure in Camden (land, planning, zoning, taxes, etc.) would more likely have resulted 

in long-term solutions if the legislation had been implemented through a more transparent 

process.  The example of Cramer Hill and defeat of the Cherokee development 

underscores the inherent mistrust from lack of information and lack of community input 

that was part of the Recovery Act.   

 

Appropriate Level Of Government Strategies 

The question of where government strategy originates and where it is 

implemented and held accountable is perhaps the hardest part of analyzing the Camden 

Recovery Act as a means to understand the political future of cities.  With the Recovery 

Act it became apparent that the costs to Camden came in how to balance competing 

interests and claims of a variety of constituencies within the goals of the legislation and 

within the timeline provided.  The research points out that the state government had 

financial capacity, illustrated by regional bipartisan support bringing $175 million in 

additional funding to Camden, but did not have legitimacy amongst Camden constituents.  

State lawmakers also wanted checks on Camden’s municipal government in spending the 

funding.  County government had an obvious interest in Camden in order to mitigate the 

consequences the city had on the county.  Given that Camden County Democrats 

controlled both county and city government, a partisan self-interest also existed between 

Camden’s government and the Democratic party.  These connections were suspect among 

some in Camden and were the source of resistance to the Recovery Act.  In this way, the 

county had both interests and claims in Camden but did not play a primary role in either 
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state implementation of the legislation or support within the city.  Camden City 

government had neither capacity nor legitimacy but was the primary route for democratic 

accountability in Camden.  In other words, the Mayor and City Council did not have the 

financial means to affect redevelopment in Camden and, as evidenced in the lead up to 

the Recovery Act, were not perceived as having the ability to efficiently govern the city. 

Finally, non-profit community organizations and community activists were perceived as 

having legitimacy but no financial capacity or accountability, especially not with county 

and state officials.   

The chronic challenge that dogged the Recovery Act was more than inadequate 

implementation or political accountability.  Ultimately, the issue facing the future of 

Camden, and many other cities, has to do with how policy is developed, funded, and 

implemented and what it means for capacity building in the city.  

 

Future Research 

The questions brought up by the Camden case study ultimately point to the need 

to further understand state government-driven regionalism and government capacity 

building.  One point in the debate over the future of cities is the role of state governments 

in instituting political solutions to help cities.  The promise offered by the Recovery Act 

was that it could turn the corner on more than a half-century of urban decline in a city 

that had become marginalized in the region and faced significant obstacles to 

redevelopment.  However, this had offered its own challenges. Regional theorists 

recognize that state governments have an important role to play in regional solutions, 

largely because they have the redistributive capacity and the constitutional power to do 
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so.  However, discussion of the most effective mechanisms for addressing the future of 

post-industrial cities aside, there is a lack of empirical evidence of state-level initiated 

regional cooperation, thereby impeding further theorizing.  

 The most important area for future research is regarding state takeovers of cities 

and their impact on capacity building.  The case of Camden illustrates several points of 

comparison with state takeovers in similarly sized and situated cities.  Future research 

would include developing a typology of state takeovers based on three types of capacity 

that takeovers are designed to address – economic (attract investment to rebuild the tax 

base), institutional (improving the bureaucratic governing capacity to manage economic 

development and provide services) and political (combination of governing leadership 

and processes that include public decision making).  A typology would require a multi 

case study approach combining a rich description of the context for takeover legislation.  

Based on the Camden case study, a typology, fueled by three guiding questions, should 

be developed:  At what point in a municipality’s fiscal emergency did state oversight 

occur?  How was state oversight initiated and by whom?  What were the goals of state 

intervention (e.g. economic, political, institutional) and did it come with additional 

funding?     

State oversight in Camden took place in increasing levels in three stages.  The 

initial  audit was voluntary by the city and designed to provide guidance to improve fiscal 

capacity.  When fiscal measures were not adopted by the city, the state of New Jersey 

established a state financial review board.  The final takeover happened after several 

years of state oversight and culminated with the MRERA and the appointment of state 

manager.   
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While New Jersey had a long established protocol for state oversight (dating back 

to the 1930s), Camden’s significant reliance on state aid for basic services limited the 

state’s response to the audit because ultimately Governor Whitman did not want to be 

involved with the operation of the city.  The takeover was initiated by the legislature, not 

the Department of Community Affairs or the Governor as in other states, and key 

leadership positions were held by Democrats as well as a Democratic Governor so that 

the dynamic of state oversight was potentially different from more partisan inspired state 

intervention.   

How the experience of Camden compares to other state takeovers, such as in East 

St. Louis, IL, Flint, MI, or Chelsea, MA, as well as others, can provide important insight 

into models of state takeovers of local municipalities.  As other examples in recent years 

indicate, an increasing number of smaller postindustrial cities will come under state 

intervention,  pointing out a need to understand a typology of state takeovers and their 

impact on economic, institutional, and political capacity building.  To say that state 

intervention happened is not enough to know how it affected a city’s capacity, but to 

understand how state oversight helps or hurts cities would be extremely helpful to the 

political and economic future of cities. 
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