Council approves pay-to-play limits
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CHERRY HILL

The township council on Friday approved an ordinance aimed at removing political influence from how Cherry Hill awards its professional service contracts.

The ordinance is designed to prevent elected officials from rewarding people who contribute to their political campaigns by giving them contracts to do work in Cherry Hill.

The ordinance focuses on professional services such as legal, engineering and accounting work because they're the contracts that fall outside the state's competitive bidding laws and therefore are the ones most susceptible to ethical abuse.

"Town council is aware of the depth and value of this ordinance and how groundbreaking this new legislation is," said Councilman Steven Polansky. "Cherry Hill will now be at the forefront of having the most stringent set of local laws in the state."

The ordinance, which goes into effect in 20 days, is modeled after a measure crafted by the Center for Civic Responsibility, a Metuchen-based nonpartisan organization that began a movement called the Citizens' Campaign in an effort to get everyday people active in government. Many consider the group's model to be the strongest pay-to-play reform measure in New Jersey.

Aside from Cherry Hill, 48 other municipal and county governments have approved the model ordinance, according to the Citizens' Campaign. In the tri-county region, Collingswood is the only other municipality that has adopted the ordinance, although citizens' campaigns are under way in Washington Township and Deptford in Gloucester County.

Friday's vote followed a successful, four-month campaign by the Cherry Hill Pay-to-Play Reform Committee, which gathered more than 3,600 signatures of township registered voters who supported the model reform ordinance. Last week, the township clerk certified that the committee had collected enough valid signatures to put the ordinance on November's ballot for voters to consider.

There will no longer be a ballot initiative, however, since the township council approved the measure.

Residents who attended Friday's meeting had both kind and harsh words for council and Mayor Bernie Platt.

"It's hard not to congratulate you on this ordinance because we've been talking about this for so many months," said resident Alene Ammond, who submitted the same model ordinance for council's consideration in April. "But I don't want anybody to be so naive to think this is the end of the line because it's not. Much more needs to be done."

Resident Jim Morris criticized Platt and council for taking some credit for adoption of the ordinance, saying they followed rather than led.

"I would like to paraphrase Winston Churchill. If he were here today I believe he may have said: "You can always count on the Cherry Hill mayor and council to do the right thing after they have first tried everything else," Morris said.

Platt and the council failed to act on the same model ordinance in 2005. They also didn't act when Councilwoman Marlyn Kalitan tried to introduce the ordinance in June.

Council President Frank Falcone defended the governing body, asserting council conducted a serious review of pay-to-play reform and never once stood in the way of the citizens' group collecting signatures. It also immediately acted once it became clear there was widespread support in the community for the ordinance, Falcone said.

The council's action comes in an election year when the mayor's office and three council seats are up for grabs. Platt and Councilmen John Amato and Dennis Garbowski are running for re-election.

While an ordinance approved by voters in a ballot initiative can't be amended or repealed for three years, a measure adopted by council can be rescinded at any time.

Resident David Kalkstein asked the council to publicly commit not to amend or repeal the ordinance for three years. No one on council did so, however. Falcone explained the township shouldn't be restricted from fine-tuning the measure if need be in the future.

"I can assure you that if such a repeal were to take place, the noise created by the current petitioning drive will be a whisper in comparison to the call for political accountability," Kalkstein said.

· KEY POINTS
The ordinance approved Friday:

Limits political contributions by professionals doing business with Cherry Hill to $300 per year to township candidates, $300 per year to township political parties or $500 per year to county political parties, political action committees or candidate committees that regularly give money to Cherry Hill elections.

Limits political contributions by professionals to $2,500 total per year.

Bans professionals who violate the ordinance from getting Cherry Hill contracts for four years.

Makes it the professional's responsibility to report ordinance violations.
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