Glouco removes man-made spans at nature park
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A mountain biker rides through a stream along a bike trail at Ceres Park Nature Preserve in Mantua, The stream once had »
man-made bridge over it, but it was removed and now lays next to the stream. Gloucester County has deemed the structure
hazardous, m0r0% Iy O+4RIS LACHALLCOURER FOST
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By Waldy Diez

Courter-Post Stalt

MANTUA - With 52 acres of winding
trails, wetlands, woods and a variety of
wildlife, Céres Park Nature Preserve in
Mantua appears 10 be a mountain biker's
heaven.

But Gloucester County and cyclists
who enyov the park adjacent to Pitman
Golf Course differ on how its terrain
should look.

The county on June f sent & bulldozer
and ut least one Bobcat 873 1o remove
man-made bridges constructed by local
volunteers and the Jersey Off-Road Bicy-
cle Assoclation, a nopprofit dedicated to
the safety and maintenance of off-road
bike trails.

According to the cyclists, the bridges
made riding easier and helped protect the
environment. There are several streams
and various forms of wildlife all through

See BRIDGES, Page 11A
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Steve Blackman, owner of the Caffeinated Cyclist bike
shop in Pitman, makes a repair on a biks. The county has
removed man-made bridges from bike tralls at Ceres Park.
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out the park

But the county did not
approve these bridges,
said spokeswoman Debra
Sellitto

“The county removed
man-made obstacles from
the county side of the
park; they posed a great

risk, and they were not au-
thorized."
It was not the Orst time

the county and riders
have found themselves at
odds. According to JOR-
BA's Rob Hess, who has
worked at Ceres Park for
more than a decade, the
county tore down similar
structures in November
2010,

In fact, says Hess
who has a Save Ceres Park
Facebook page — tear-
downs have occurred four
umes over the last dec-
nde, including the Novem-
ber incident.

JORBA organized a
cleanup day for volun-
teers with the county's
blessing in 2011, receiving
a thank you letter from
then-Frecholder Frank
DiMarco, Hess said in the
last year, about 100 volun-
toors have logged about
750 hours in the park, in-
cluding cleanups and
bridge building,

The most recent re-
build was completed in
March, and according to
Heoss, JORBA has tried w
be more proactive in en-
gaging the county in its
park efforts, including
through the Facebook
pageand year-end reports
1o the county and Mantua.

Still, he admits, the
group had no explicit per-
mission to build. But in
the eyes of Hess and the
riders, the county seemed
to change its opinion on

A mountain biker rides over a bridge along a trail at Ceres Par

Ry

k Nature Preserve in

Mantua. Similar bridges bullt without permission have been removed by Gloucester
County. The county would have had to assume legal liability for any accident that may
Kave occurred on the bridges. Cresl LAZwa LCOURIER POIT

“The county removed man-made
obstacles from the county side of the
park; they posed a greal risk, and
they were not authorized.”

DEBRA SELLITTO

Gouceiter County spokaswonsan

what was hazardous in the
county- and township-
owned park

Calls to Mantua mayor
Pete Scirotto were not re-
turned. In @ wrilten re-
sponse to Save Ceres Park
about why the bridges
were removed, Deputy
County Administrator
Gerald A. White said safe-
ty department personnel
and J.A. Montgomery, an
independent safety and
risk management consult-
ant, deemed the struc-
tures hazardous,

“Our safety depart-
ment ... made an initial de-
termination that  the
structures constituted a
serious hazard to those us-
ing this natural area in-
tended to be used for pas-

sive recreation,” the let-
ter stated,

“JA Montgomery
agreed with our safery
persommel and strongly
recomumended that the
county remove the haz-
grdous stroctures from
the park.”

Under New Jersey law
local governments are not
legally liable for acci-
dents that occur in “unim-
proved"” parks.

But with the man-made
structures in place, the
county would assume le-
gal liability for any ace-
dents.

Philadelphia resident
and casual Ceres Park rid-
er Dan Langille said he
empathizes with both the
county and the riders.

“This sort of thir
seems 1o happen all ove
the world. Its unfort
nate that (Gloucest
County) had 1o rear (th
bridges) down, but I ¢¢
see why they did it”

On Wednesday c
clists ottended t)
Gloucester County fre
holders meoeting to di
cuss the future of Cer
Park. According to Se
litto, the county has ¢
ways cooperated wil
the cychista.

“The county is not o
posed to the cyclists u
ing the etradl, but ae
structure put in plac
must be constructe
properly and meet t
needs of all persons u
ing the trail”

Hess will meet pe
vately with the frechol
ers Tuesday.

“I see hope,” he sai
“1 se¢ # community th
came together that su
ported the park, ar
most umportantly, 1l
county saw that, too."




