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Editorial | Pay-to-Play Ballot Issue

Cherry Hill council needs to step up

It's not too late for the Cherry Hill council to support a grassroots effort to limit pay-to-play politics in the township.

A nonpartisan citizens group reached an encouraging, commendable goal this week by collecting 2,600 signatures on a petition to put the issue on the November ballot.

These residents want to stamp out the back-scratching system of contractors' donations that has fueled political power in New Jersey for too long.

Pay-to-play refers to professional-services contractors, such as engineering firms or accountants, donating large sums to political campaigns in return for lucrative no-bid contracts, or other favors, from local or county governments.

The firm can cover its contribution by including it in the cost of its contract, which of course is paid by taxpayers. It's a subterranean, shady way of getting tax dollars to finance political campaigns.

This addictive habit is a prime source of corruption in New Jersey and Pennsylvania. It encourages the selection of contractors based on their political contributions rather than their professional merits.

The ballot initiative would ask voters to ban campaign contributions by professional contractors during the negotiation and performance of such contracts.

It would limit donations by no-bid contractors to $300 per year for local candidates and $500 per year to county political parties. 

More than 60 communities in New Jersey have approved similar rules, including Collingswood. Efforts are also under way in Washington Township, Deptford and Atlantic City, coordinated by the Metuchen-based Citizens Campaign, a nonpartisan group seeking to restore citizen control and public responsibility in government.

Cherry Hill council has been unwilling to embrace this reform effort, without wanting to appear hostile to it. With the petitions now being certified, township council members should get on the good-government bandwagon. With or without them, this welcome effort is going forward.
