600 voters sign pay-to-play petition
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CHERRY HILL

A group devoted to banning the practice of pay-to-play here has collected about 600 voter signatures since beginning its petition campaign last month.

The nonpartisan Cherry Hill Pay to Play Reform Committee must gather 3,000 signatures of registered voters by early July to get its proposed pay-to-play reform ordinance on the ballot for November's general election, which this year includes races for township mayor and three council seats.

But a ballot question and petition drive could be avoided if Cherry Hill's elected leaders approve the proposed ordinance in its entirety. The committee presented the measure to Mayor Bernie Platt and township council for their consideration on May 14, a month after community activist Alene Ammond submitted the same model ordinance to the all-Democratic governing body.

The township is reviewing the measure, Council President Frank Falcone said. He appointed Councilman Steven Polansky, a lawyer, to head the effort, which will include evaluating if the proposal impinges on free-speech rights. The council hasn't set a deadline for action, Falcone said.

The proposal is designed to end the practice of elected officials rewarding political campaign contributors by awarding them professional service contracts, often at an inflated price. Professional contracts for services such as legal, engineering and accounting work fall outside the state's competitive bidding laws.

The model ordinance was crafted by the Center for Civic Responsibility, a Metuchen-based nonpartisan organization that started a movement called the Citizens' Campaign in an effort to get everyday people active in government.

"We're still hopeful that council will act on its own," said township resident Robert Shinn, who co-chairs the Citizens' Campaign in Camden County. "The thinking is the broader the base becomes for this, the more willing they'll be to act."

He and other Pay to Play Reform Committee members attended Tuesday's council meeting to again show their support for the ordinance.

The organization, with about 30 active members, has collected petition signatures at public events, school board elections and the meetings of various Cherry Hill groups. It intends to add swim clubs, civic associations and youth sports leagues to the mix, Shinn said.

A five-member Committee of Petitioners is heading the effort. It includes Councilwoman Marlyn Kalitan, whom the Democratic Party did not endorse for re-election this year, and former Councilwoman Joyce Walker, who didn't get the party endorsement in 2005. The other members are Theresa Mohrfeld, a citizen leader in the fight against a proposed adult video store on Route 70; Dan Gottlieb, a family therapist and radio host; and Doris Carey, a civic leader in the Charleston section.

Carey, who has already gathered about 300 signatures, was one of the Cherry Hill residents who tried and failed in 2005 to get the council to pass the model ordinance. She said she remains undaunted.

"It's going to work eventually," Carey said of the group's efforts. "It just takes staying power."

Walker, who serves on the Camden County Girl Scouts' board of directors, also is optimistic about pay-to-play reform in the near future.

"I think it's going very well. Everyone I've spoken with has been interested in signing the petition," said Walker, who has collected about 75 signatures. "This is an issue that affects all of Cherry Hill."

If enacted, the ordinance would limit political contributions by the owners of professional firms doing business with the township to $300 per year to local candidates, $300 per year to local political parties, or $500 per year to county political parties, political action committees or candidate committees that regularly give money to Cherry Hill elections.

The firm's owner would be permitted to contribute a total of $2,500 annually.

People who violate the ordinance would be banned from Cherry Hill contracts for four years.

"The township appreciates and respects any help from civic-minded associations, public committees and all residents that want to improve or enhance the township in any way," said Dan Keashen, the township's spokesman.

But Cherry Hill already exceeds state standards when it comes to awarding professional service contracts, said Keashen, who noted the township gets competitive bids for every type of job even where not required by law.

"Cherry Hill advertises its no-bid contract proposals, but that doesn't exclude politics from the process. There is nothing to prevent local politicians from rewarding campaign donors with township contracts," Mohrfeld said in a prepared statement. "If township officials won't eliminate pay to pay, we urge Cherry Hill voters to take matters into their hands and ban this practice. This unethical practice should not be tolerated in any town."
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