Approve pay-to-play rules in Cherry Hill

Saturday, June 2, 2007

Council shouldn't wait for a referendum to adopt tough rules on campaign donations from professionals. 

Cherry Hill's mayor and township council ought to see the writing on the wall and act on pay-to-play reform before a ballot initiative is necessary. 

We applaud the township residents who've united under the Cherry Hill Pay to Play Reform Committee and are trying to force a tough ordinance on the books that would all but kill the insidious practice of pay to play. It's where professionals such as lawyers and engineers give hefty campaign contributions to local political candidates. After those candidates are elected, the professionals then get lucrative government contracts (often no-bid contracts) for work on the taxpayers' dime. The cycle continues over and over, with the same politicians and the same politically connected firms keeping a stranglehold over government. 

It likely costs taxpayers all over New Jersey many millions of dollars from local, county and state governments not seeking out or hiring the firms that can offer the best price. 

We're encouraged that, slowly but surely, residents across South Jersey are forcing pay-to-play reform whether their elected leaders want it or not. 

In November, Collingswood voters approved a pay-to-play ban with real teeth after forcing a referendum on the ballot. That's what the Cherry Hill Pay to Play Reform Committee is going for. 

If enacted, the ordinance proposed by the committee would limit political contributions by the owners of firms that do business with Cherry Hill to $300 per year to local candidates, $300 per year to local political parties or $500 per year to county political parties, political action committees or other committees that regularly give to Cherry Hill elections. A firm's owner would be allowed to contribute no more than $2,500 annually. 

Those who violate the ordinance would be barred from doing business with Cherry Hill for four years. 

This is an ordinance that's straightforward and tough. It will raise the bar on ethics if it's approved. 

The committee has 600 signatures on its petition drive so far. It needs about 3,000 signatures from Cherry Hill voters to force the council to consider it and for it to go on the November ballot if the council doesn't adopt it. 

We think the council ought to do the right thing now and pass the ordinance. 

However, in the meantime, we hope residents will continue to bring the pay-to-play ban in Cherry Hill closer to reality by signing the committee's petition. 

And we hope residents in other South Jersey communities fed up with high property taxes will look into the Center for Civic Responsibility's model pay-to-play ordinance and take the necessary steps to get such an ordinance passed or on the ballot in their community. 

