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Panel to weigh reform statute in Cherry Hill

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff 
An ordinance meant to strengthen Cherry Hill's campaign finance rules and make it easier for residents to monitor what local elected officials are doing is now up for township council consideration.
The governing body will hold a public hearing and final vote on the so-called Transparency Reform Act today after introducing -- and strongly endorsing -- the measure late last month. Mayor Bernie Platt supports the legislation.
The 15-page act is based in large part on four model ordinances crafted by the nonpartisan Citizens' Campaign, a movement aimed at supporting open government and ethics reform efforts across the state. The Cherry Hill Reform Committee presented the ordinances to council last October, two months after it succeeded in getting the council to adopt a pay-to-play reform measure. Council President Steven Polansky, a lawyer, led council's effort to review the ordinances and work with the reform committee to develop a good government initiative for the township.
"Hopefully the people of Cherry Hill will recognize that we're doing our best to be open, to be transparent and to build public confidence in what we do," Polansky said. "I think it was a wonderful cooperative and collaborative effort from everyone involved."
The reform act would require developers who apply for zoning variances -- permits that let projects deviate from normal land use rules -- to disclose campaign contributions they made to Cherry Hill elected officials. The measure would also prohibit businesses from donating to Cherry Hill political races and Camden County political parties if they're working or want to work on township redevelopment projects. Such projects don't have to be bid out and they often come with financial benefits like tax abatements.
The ordinance would require vendors working with the township to disclose campaign contributions and would also set a standard for comparing no-bid professional services proposals so the public can see if Cherry Hill is getting the most qualified professionals at the best possible price.
Finally, the act includes an almost word-for-word version of the pay-to-play reform ordinance adopted last August. That legislation bans elected officials from rewarding campaign contributors with no-bid contracts to perform such services as legal, engineering and accounting work in the township. It also restricts how much such professionals can contribute to Cherry Hill municipal races and county political parties.
The reform act sets out penalties for people who violate its provisions. For example, offending redevelopers would be barred from participating in township projects for three years and professionals for two years.
"This sends the message that Cherry Hill is in favor of transparency and in favor of fairness," said Joyce Walker, who co-chairs the Cherry Hill Reform Committee. "It also shows people that when normal citizens get involved, they can change the way government operates."
The Metuchen-based Citizens' Campaign commends the reform committee and Cherry Hill council on the ordinance, said spokeswoman Heather Taylor. If it passes, Cherry Hill would become one of the most transparent local governments in South Jersey and set an example for other towns to follow, she noted.
Until council adopts the ordinance, the reform committee will continue to collect signatures from registered voters as a backup plan, Walker said. It is close to getting the 1,565 signatures needed to put the proposal on the November ballot for voter consideration, said Robert Shinn, the other reform committee co-chair.
While pleased with the overall reform act, Shinn and other committee members were disappointed Platt and council decided not to address the issue of political appointments to the township's numerous boards and commissions.
The reform group wants the township to alert Cherry Hill residents who are interested in volunteering on one of the boards when such a position becomes available so they can apply. Under the committee's proposal, the mayor and/or council would have to review each application before appointing someone to the vacant position and then inform all those who had applied of their decision. All applications and decisions would be open records.
"It doesn't tell the mayor or council who to appoint. It just makes the appointment process more open to the public," Shinn said.
Such a notification system, as well as regularly maintaining a list of all the township's appointed positions could go a long way to getting more people involved on such boards as planning, zoning and human relations, Walker said.
"In theory it sounds great. But there's a cost to the township and a cost to the taxpayer in doing what they're suggesting," Polansky said. "If I felt there was a sufficient benefit, I might be inclined to support it, but I don't see a sufficient benefit."
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