Petition drive reaches mark
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CHERRY HILL

A nonpartisan citizens group submitted more than 2,600 signatures to the township clerk Monday to put a proposed pay-to-play reform ordinance on November's ballot for voter consideration.

For the effort to be successful, at least 2,400 of the names collected must be from registered voters in the township.

The township clerk's office has 20 business days to review the petition forms.

Over the next two weeks, the Cherry Hill Pay-to-Play Reform Committee will continue to gather signatures in the event some of the names submitted are disqualified.

But the mood Monday was decidedly upbeat as 13 members of the reform committee crowded into the municipal office to present the petitions to Clerk Nancy Saffos and snap photos of the occasion. They believe the ordinance will be on the ballot this November.

The more than 40 people who collected signatures this spring and summer were meticulous in making sure they were only from registered voters, said township resident Doris Carey, who's helped head the effort.

"It was very easy to gather the signatures," said Theresa Mohrfeld, another committee leader. "I went door to door and once I explained what the ordinance was all about, people wanted to sign."

The proposal is designed to end pay-to-play, the practice of elected officials rewarding political campaign contributors with lucrative professional service contracts.

Professional contracts for services such as legal, engineering and accounting work fall outside the state's competitive bidding laws. Community watchdogs believe this opens the door to government waste and higher taxes since contracts can be awarded to professionals at inflated prices.

The ordinance the reform committee is championing was crafted by the Center for Civic Responsibility, a Metuchen-based nonpartisan organization that started a movement called the Citizens' Campaign in an effort to get everyday people active in government.

In addition to its petition effort, the reform committee also submitted the ordinance to the township council in May in the hopes it would approve the measure so a November referendum could be avoided altogether. The council is still evaluating the ordinance and hasn't set a deadline for action.

Last week, council members refused to second Councilwoman Marlyn Kalitan's motion to introduce the ordinance on first reading.

"People all over town are enthusiastic about implementing it as soon as possible," said Kalitan, a reform committee member. "It's clear by the number of signatures we've already received and the hard work of the committee, that passing this ordinance is something that the people of Cherry Hill want and need."

The model ordinance would limit the political contributions owners of professional firms doing business with the township can make.

For example, they could only donate up 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 candidate committees that regularly give money to Cherry Hill elections.

The firm's owner would be limited to a total of $2,500 donations annually.

People who violate the ordinance would be banned from Cherry Hill contracts for four years.

"I think it's wonderful," said community activist Alene Ammond of the reform committee's successful petition campaign. Ammond submitted the same anti-pay-to-play ordinance to the council in April.

"Cherry Hill is not an easy town to crack. I do believe that all of this publicity and talk about pay-to-play was the extra edge they needed to get this done," she said.
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