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VOORHEES — Camden County Republican Committee Chairman Thomas Booth was handed the reins of a badly fractured party less than three months ago.

Wounds have been healed and fences mended, he said, adding, "I expect to win at every level in November."

The 41-year-old Voorhees attorney and Army Reserve major landed his new unpaid gig March 31. A former municipal chairman, Booth lost a bid for the county chair to Rick DeMichele in 2006.

But an innuendo-laced campaign against DeMichele last winter proved the final straw for him in one of the most frustrating jobs in New Jersey politics.

"It's been challenging," Booth conceded.

After beating Cherry Hill attorney Stuart Alterman for control of the party, Booth had little time to bridge divides and reassure spooked candidates. A prior commitment at Fort Dix took him out of the game for two weeks right before the June 7 primary.

CCGOP candidates who faced a primary challenge -- including the slate in the 5th legislative district -- emerged unscathed. Now Keith Walker, a Camden teacher; Wil Levins, a Gloucester City Sunoco employee; and Ari Ford, a Wenonah teacher, are in a starkly lopsided race against Camden Democrats Sen. Donald Norcross and Assembly members Angel Fuentes and Gilbert "Whip" Wilson.

Norcross alone has brought in more than $400,000 to date and spent less than $70,000. The combined GOP slate has yet to reach the $4,000 threshold at which they would be required to disclose their finances.

CCGOP had less than $15,000 cash on hand as of April 15. The Camden County Democratic Committee reported more than $55,000, an amount that does not reflect its fundraising prowess: it was forced to spend heavily in the 3rd congressional district last year.

In addition, offshoot organizations such as the South Jersey Young Democrats also raise funds.

DeMichele struggled with candidates who refused to do the often embarrassing work of fundraising in order to portray themselves as untainted.

But no money, no messaging.

"You can have the greatest candidates who've ever run for public office but if no one knows who they are -- it's expensive to put out lawn signs and make phone calls," Booth said.

"The candidates are as responsible for raising money, if not more so, than the county organization."

Campaign checks tend to flow toward existing power, and that power in Camden County is held by Democrats. Donald Norcross and 6th district Sen. James Beach are the co-chairs of the CCDC, but George E. Norcross III, a state Democratic National committeeman, is viewed as its true leader.

In reality, the older Norcross has little to do with daily operations. Yet the temptation to make every campaign about him persists among Republicans, who obsess over the Norcross name as if it were a talisman.

DeMichele's pragmatic and tactical decision not to make every campaign about the hospital and insurance executive helped cost him his post.

Booth is well aware the Norcross-fixated wing of his party might also come after him one day.

"We as a party need to stop running as the anti-Democrats and run as Republicans. Otherwise the public is confused and doesn't see the clear choice that should be right before them.

"The obsession by some people in our party by certain personalities doesn't help us win elections."

So how will Booth tame them?

"By winning," he insisted. "If you win, those folks will stop obsessing on those kinds of things."

The only remotely competitive State House races here are in the 8th, where Olympic legend Carl Lewis is challenging Sen. Dawn Marie Addiego, and the 4th, which has one open Assembly seat. The CCGOP will rely heavily on its counterparts in Burlington and Gloucester counties, respectively, in both races.

The marquee Camden County contest is in Cherry Hill, where longtime Mayor Bernie Platt is retiring. Republicans nearly punctured a Democratic monopoly there in 2009.

The atmosphere now may be even worse for incumbents.

"Our take on the environment this year is, it's not really a partisan issue or incumbency issue: It's that property taxes keep going up, the economy is not great, and I just can't afford it anymore," said Richard Ambrosino, municipal GOP chair and county GOP treasurer.

Attorney Stephen Buividas -- running against Democrat Chuck Cahn -- said his slate is unified and armed with a message that isn't about incumbency or Norcross. More significantly: the Cherry Hill and 5th district slates plan to campaign against a controversial countywide police and fire plan introduced by the all-Democratic board of freeholders and endorsed by Republican Gov. Chris Christie.

"I don't see any reason why we should have to share police and fire personnel with anybody outside the township," Buividas said, echoing a widespread fear the plan is a bailout for the city of Camden after severe layoffs this year.

Even if Cahn and his running mates also come out against the plan, it will be hard to escape that it was hatched by county Democrats.

The 5th district candidates in particular are courting the support of the Democrats' traditional base. Norcross, Fuentes and Wilson voted for a bill that dramatically transforms how much public employees pay toward pensions and health benefits, a measure that was passed by the full Assembly Thursday.

They also back school choice efforts opposed by the state's largest teachers union.

Issues and contrasts aside, former CCGOP Executive Director Jeff Booker said the party has a capable leader in Booth.

"He has a quiet, confident temperament, but you would be foolish to underestimate him," said Booker, who encouraged Booth to run for chair after DeMichele resigned.

"I think he has done quite well since taking over, especially given the unsettled nature -- to put it mildly -- of Rick's departure due to a very loud, crass, yet decidedly small group of malcontents.

"The party is well-positioned for the fall elections. We are going to surprise some people."

Whether those "malcontents" aim their fire at Booth may well depend on how well the party does this cycle. The new chair said he was ignoring noise from both sides of the aisle. One step the party will take toward being taken more seriously: making sure voters know it exists.

"(CCGOP) should become more involved in community and charity events," Booth insisted.

"As a matter of fact, I'll issue a challenge to the Camden County Democrats: a bipartisan softball game completely for charity. Maybe Sen. Beach can get us the Riversharks Stadium for the game.

"I dare predict our catcher is probably going to be wearing No. 69 and he's about 6-foot-7 and he's a congressman. So try to run him over at home plate."

That catcher would be freshman Rep. Jon Runyan.

"The chairmen say they've got their got their bats and gloves ready," said CCDC Executive Director Matt White on behalf of co-chairs Beach and Donald Norcross.

Game on.
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