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County Bridge Plan Deserves Public Support
By CAPE ISSUES

Cape Issues reported on the ambitious county 
bridge plan Sept. 16. We outlined the plan, which 
stretches over 15 years and promises to replace or 
rejuvenate many of the bridges that deteriorated 
beyond their useful life (https://bit.ly/300JbLh). 

The project is large, complex, expensive, and 
necessary. It will need strong public support. 

Since that report on the plan was published, 

a bridges subcommittee of Cape Issues had the 
opportunity to meet twice with officials charged 
with the execution of the plan. We also met with 
the county auditor to better understand the funding 
strategies involved. 

The cost estimates of the plan range from $603 
to $890 million. The meetings were open and infor-
mative, with a frank exchange of views on the issues 
that inherently accompany so ambitious an effort. 

The county officials we met with were Freeholder 

Will Morey, County Engineer Robert Church, 
County Public Works Administrator Nancy 
Mauro, and Bridge Commission Engineer Lewis 
Donofrio. In the second meeting, we were joined 
by Leon Costello, the county’s auditor. 

The plan provides information on the condition 
of 23 county bridges and five Bridge Commission 
bridges, with over half of them in need of replace-
ment or significant repair. 

Any project of that size, spread as this one is 
over 15 years, will have several issues that require 
close public scrutiny. 

In our meetings, we expressed concerns that 
we are sure many of the public share. We found 
county officials receptive and willing to provide 
us with access to the right people so that we 
better understand the strategies and follow the 
execution of the plan as it unfolds. We promise 
to keep you informed. 

Chief among our issues is the need for the pub-
lic to better understand the funding parameters. 
We want to know more about how cost estimates 
were established. 

Q&A: Freeholder Candidates Address Top Issues 
By KAREN KNIGHT

COURT HOUSE - The Herald asked candidates 
for the Board of Chosen Freeholders to share 
information about their candidacy, and answer 
questions of broad interest to Cape May County 
voters.

Elizabeth Casey and Brendan Sciarra are the 
Democratic freeholder candidates challenging 
Republican incumbents Will Morey and Jeffrey 
Pierson in the Nov. 3 general election. The terms 
are for three years.

All candidates responded, and their answers 
are below.

Top Issues
What do you believe are the top two issues 

facing Cape May County? How do you plan to 
address these issues as a freeholder? By what 
timeline will you address them?

Morey: Business and resident economic recov-
ery from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Through my work as co-chair of the county’s 
business task force, we are transitioning from 
the active engagement needed to get and keep 
businesses open while driving the county’s “Safe-
ly Together” campaign, to assisting businesses 
in their determination to sustain themselves 
through the winter and to May 2021. 

To do so, we are deploying the full resources 
of the county’s economic development, as well 
as workforce development teams in this regard. 

Additionally, we will continue actively en-
gaging and lobbying for state and federal small 
business stimulus, as well as unemployment 
supplement to aid during the seasonal gap period.

Bridge infrastructure has been a top issue and 
will remain so. However, with the county now 
taking the lead to address this issue through its 
comprehensive bridge replacement and improve-
ment plan, we will now shift more attention to 
addressing the seasonal staffing shortages suffered 
by tourism businesses, in 2020, and work to 
further gains in technology job employment, as 
supported by the county’s investment in its “Tech 
Village” technology and innovation campus and 
“Coastal Shift” business marketing initiative.

Casey and Sciarra: The most troubling issue 
in Cape May County is the wasteful spending 
on the freeholder board. The county is fortunate 
to be rich in ratables, with non-voting second 
homeowners predominantly footing the bill. This 
lack of accountability allows the freeholders to 
mindlessly spend tax dollars without any checks 
and balances.

During every annual county budget adoption, 
the freeholders boast about having a low tax 
rate, hiding behind the abundant revenues they 
receive from such a high ratable base, but the tax 
rate doesn’t tell the real story. Property owners 
are hit with substantial county spending increases 
every year.  

With a declining population, these annual 
spending hikes threaten the affordability of 
our residents regardless of the growth of sec-
ond-home ownership. We would immediately 
look at services that are no longer prudent to be 
provided by the county government and can be 
offered by the private sector. 

We would create a fair work environment free 
from the outrageous employee lawsuits that waste 
tax dollars. Enough is enough. We’ve been taxed, 

Analysis

What Does CMCo Look Like Post-COVID-19? 
By VINCE CONTI

COURT HOUSE - There are four scenarios one 
hears most for the shape of the county’s post-pan-
demic world - that way of life we will come to 
call normal, once again.

First, some optimistically predict a rebound, a 
return to the pre-COVID-19 normal interrupted 
by the appearance of the coronavirus and the 
measures taken to combat it.

Next come pessimists with predictions of 
doom, an economy so badly damaged that it will 
take years to recover and a way of life so depen-
dent on that economy in mortal danger.

Third are the moralists, predicting that the 
coronavirus opened the door to a world of greater 
compassion, social justice, and deeper environ-
mental concern. Change will come for the better, 
at least by the standards they apply.

Lastly, are those who admit that significant 

alterations in the economic and social life of the 
county and the nation are underway, and no one 
has any idea where they will end up.

This last position  rings true in that it is hard to 
imagine life in the county, state, and nation will 
not show long-term effects from this once-in-a-
century pandemic, that those results will not be 
uniformly good, and that no one has a real handle 
on what the changes will be.

Old Normal
If the optimists are right, what is the old 

normal the county will return to? What was the 
old normal?

The county pre-coronavirus was on a roll. The 
tourist economy was growing each year, with 
2019 as a banner year. 

The population is aging, with the highest mean 
age in the state. Enrollments in county public 
schools were declining, leading to the prospect 

of the loss of significant state aid based on new 
formulas. 

Unemployment has always been cyclical, with 
double-digit levels in the winter and one of the 
state’s best employment levels in the peak sum-
mer tourism season.

Cape May County’s share of the state’s second 
homes was continuing to grow, with several 
island communities with less than 15% of their 
occupancy units housing permanent members of 
the population. 

A shrinking year-round population swells each 
year to more than 600,000 people in the county 
on a busy weekend in summer. Waves of visitors 
mean that millions of visitors vacationed in the 
county each year. Canada was contributing as 
much as 7%-9% of those visitors. 

Too seasonal to attract national chains, the 
economy is built around small businesses that 
fight for their share of the tourist dollars. The 

other growth business is health care, aimed at 
the aging permanent population. Construction, 
also, flourished, as large numbers of new vaca-
tion homes are erected each year on the barrier 
islands. 

The spike in demand for shore property, most 
of it from individuals who don’t intend to make 
that property their permanent residence, was 
sighted as a long-term economic positive when 
Moody’s Investment Services recently maintained 
the county’s Aa1 credit rating.

Efforts are underway to try and diversify the 
economy, but it is hard to buck the gravitational 
pull of a $6.6-billion-a-year seasonal economy. 

It is an economy built not just around tourism 
but also pulsating waves of tourists crowding 
the highways north and south on Saturdays. 
Turnover was an essential part of the mix, as it 
produced new groups anxious to visit the county’s 
attractions.

tolled, and fee’d to oblivion.
The second top issue facing Cape May County 

is the lack of job opportunities, which, for years, 
has caused the exodus of our young people in 
seeking employment and building their careers. 
Our overreliance on the tourism economy is un-
dermining the future character of our county. We 
risk the threat of becoming a year-round senior 
community and a six-month playground.   

We must develop a plan that changes our coun-
ty’s direction. Put aside the COVID-19 impacts 
for a moment, and we can look at the alliance 
Atlantic County started with its partnerships 
between government and the private sector. We 
would use that as a model for developing a path 
for more economic diversity in Cape May County.

Pierson: The following are in no particular 
order and no particular priority.  

All county projects and activities are ongoing 
within the county and receive review, updating, 
and action as equal as possible based on circum-
stances and funding. My personal feeling is that 

the top three are: funding for infrastructure proj-
ects (bridges/roads/facilities), the opioid crisis, 
and the COVID-19 pandemic.

COVID-19
What are the most significant impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on Cape May County, and 
how do you propose to deal with these impacts?

Sciarra and Casey: Obviously, the most signifi-
cant impact has been the upending of all our lives 
and the damage to our local businesses. Much of 
these impacts are bigger than Cape May County. 

The recovery of our county, as well as the 
state and most of our nation, will require strong 
leadership and a cooperative approach between 
government and business at all levels to develop 
an economic and tax relief plan that will help us 
get back on our feet. 

We will be strong voices at the county level, 
working with the business community on rebuild-
ing our local economy.

Another overarching concern is the impact 
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