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Fire district elections will be held across South Jersey on Saturday -- and if the past is a guide, relatively few voters will bother to turn out.

That's why the February voting date should also be consigned to the past, two local legislators say.

Assemblyman Paul Moriarty, D-Gloucester, and state Sen. Jim Beach, D-Camden, are sponsoring separate bills to combine the largely ignored fire-district votes with other elections held later in the year.

"The reason to do this is to increase public participation and to save money," said Moriarty, who would hold the fire-district and school-district votes on the same day as the November general election. "Democracy works better when more people participate."

Voters on Saturday will approve or reject budgets for fire-protection operations, as well as EMT services in some districts. They'll also elect fire commissioners in 185 districts across the state.

In South Jersey, residents will vote in more than 15 towns, some with multiple districts. These include Cherry Hill, Gloucester Township and Winslow in Camden County; Deptford, Franklin and Washington Township in Gloucester County; and Mount Laurel, Delran and Eastampton in Burlington County.

Moriarty predicted 350 to 500 voters would decide a $5 million fire-district budget in his hometown of Washington Township.

"Some districts might see 20 voters," he added. "So few people are making decisions for so many."

"Maybe by combining elections, it would improve voter turnout," said Beach, a former Camden County Clerk who believes the state holds too many elections. Under his measure, both fire-district and school district elections would be held on the same April date.

Beach said his approach would address concerns over mixing nonpartisan elections with the sharp-edged campaigning that marks the general election.

Under Moriarty's bill, general-election voters would not decide school budgets that fall within cap limits, but would decide proposals for additional spending.

One South Jersey fire official gave mixed reviews to the proposals.

A combined election for fire and school districts "would be a good idea," said Robert Campagna, who's seeking re-election to the Cherry Hill Fire Commission.

But, he added, "I feel that the fire elections and the school board should be left out of what I call politicking (in the partisan November elections)."

So far, the lawmakers' bills -- along with a third sponsored by Assemblyman Erik Peterson, R-Hunterdon -- have yet to emerge from legislative committees.

The bills may have languished because fire-district elections are not held in all towns and the savings from combined elections would be relatively modest, said Peterson.

"But our current fiscal condition, we should save all the money we can," said Peterson, who would move the fire-district vote to November. "The money will add up."
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