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WASHINGTON — Independent groups spent more than $450 million during the congressional elections this year, including $1.6 million in New Jersey, federal records show.

The 3rd Congressional District race pitting Democratic Rep. John Adler against GOP challenger Jon Runyan accounted for $1.2 million of the outside spending in all New Jersey House races. Runyan defeated Adler in Tuesday's elections, 50 percent to 47 percent.

Conservative groups such as the Center for Individual Freedom and American Future Fund spent $642,000 on TV ads, mass mailings and other activities to oust Adler, according to federal data analyzed by the nonprofit Sunlight Foundation.

Independent expenditures are separate from the money candidates raise and spend on their own.
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The National Realtors Association was Adler's biggest booster, spending nearly $574,000 on television ads supporting the freshman Cherry Hill Democrat in a South Jersey district that Republicans had held for more than a century.

"That was a seat that was traditionally Republican and is likely to get more Republican," Ross Baker, a congressional scholar at Rutgers University, said in a telephone interview Thursday. "(Adler) was ripe for the picking."

Though Adler tried to showcase his independence by voting against the landmark health care reform bill pushed by congressional Democrats and President Barack Obama, voters saw that as a sign of vulnerability rather than strength, Baker said.

In Runyan, the GOP had found a political novice well-known from his days as a Philadelphia Eagles offensive tackle.

Despite his personal wealth, Runyan lagged Adler in fundraising throughout the election cycle. He reported raising $1.12 million as of Sept. 30, compared to Adler's $3 million, Federal Election Commission data show.

So the independent expenditures to bolster Runyan's candidacy were a good investment for Republicans, Baker said.

Two Central Jersey Democratic incumbents who faced surprisingly stiff challenges attracted outside spending in the six figures. All of it was by Republican-linked groups opposed to Reps. Rush Holt of Hopewell Township and Frank Pallone of Long Branch, FEC data show.

Ideologically diverse groups like the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and the Emergency Committee for Israel Political Action Committee spent nearly $199,000 on the effort to defeat Holt, who ended up beating Republican Scott Sipprelle by more than 6 percentage points. Organizations like Freedom's Defense Fund and the Family Research Council spent $109,000 to oust Pallone and send Republican Anna Little to Congress. Pallone won by more than 10 percentage points.

Under FEC rules, candidates are barred from associating themselves with independent groups or asking them to run ads. In January, the Supreme Court struck down restrictions on how much the groups can raise and spend, and ruled the ads may explicitly support or denounce candidates.

Some groups can opt to keep their donor lists secret, and many aren't required to disclose their donors until well after spending money on races.

The new Congress should require outside groups to disclose their donors, said Heather Taylor of Citizens Campaign, a Metuchen-based grassroots group that advocates for campaign finance reform. Many groups receive major contributions from corporations and wealthy individuals.

In other campaigns, New Jersey Right to Life, an anti-abortion group, spent money backing the re-election bids of GOP Reps. Chris Smith of Hamilton ($8,000) and Scott Garrett of Wantage ($6,000).

In April, the liberal grassroots group MoveOn.org spent $62,000 on ads attacking South Jersey Republican Rep. Frank LoBiondo of Ventnor. The ads, which aired before the Republican primary, criticized LoBiondo for voting against the health care reform bill.

Smith, Garrett and LoBiondo all won easily. Reach Raju Chebium at rchebium@gannett.com
